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ABSTRACT
A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENT
PERFORMANCES ON ASSESSMENTS OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE
PROFICIENCY AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT
by
Margaret E. D. Baker
To comply with federal accountability requirements, English learners (ELs) in Georgia
must demonstrate progress in academic English language proficiency (ELP) and
academic content-area achievement as measured annually by two state-mandated Title I
and Title III assessments, the Accessing Communication and Comprehension in English
State-to-State for English Language Learners® (ACCESS for ELLs®) and the CriterionReferenced Competency Test (CRCT). Using a critical ELP assessment validation
framework, the intent of this study was to investigate the relationship of students’
performances on Title assessments, analyze student level variability in the predictive
power of the ELP assessment for academic achievement, and examine claims made when
using assessment data for measurement, classification, and prediction. Partial
correlations, multiple regressions, t-tests, and ANOVA analyses were performed on
district level data for 1059 elementary 1st – 5th grade native Spanish speaking students
who took both assessments in 2010. The results confirm that when student characteristics
are held constant, a significant positive, though moderate, relationship exists between
Els’ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT. The findings show that the
v

time spent in English language development programs along with disability status and
grade levels explain more variance in CRCT scores than students’ ELP scores and
gender. Discussion is provided regarding the implications of these findings to support
educators’ claims that EL assessment data is valid for high-stakes accountability
decisions.
Keywords: academic achievement, assessment, critical theory, NCLB, elementary
English learners, English language proficiency, Title I, Title III, validity theory
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Framed as a critical assessment validation process, this study gathered criterionrelated validity evidence for the interpretations and decisions educators make from
English learners‟ (ELs) assessment data in Georgia, based on the relationship of students‟
performances on Title I and Title III assessments of English language proficiency (ELP)
and academic achievement (Kane, 2009; Lissitz, 2009; Sireci, 2009; Sireci, Hans, &
Wells, 2008; Wolf, Farnsworth, & Herman, 2008; Wolf, Kao, Griffin, et al., 2008). In
addition, differential predictive validity evidence was gathered based on the sensitivity of
the ELP assessment to student-level variables. In essence, this study asked whether
students‟ performances on the ELP assessment predict performances on the content-area
assessment differently for EL subgroups defined by disability status, grade level, gender,
and time spent in special English programs.
The aim of this research was to investigate the relationship of students‟
performances on the ELP and academic achievement assessments in Georgia, to
empirically analyze student level variability in the predictive power of the ELP
assessment on the academic achievement assessment, and to examine important
inferences educators make concerning EL classification, program placement, learning
progress, assessment accommodation, and readiness to receive English-only instruction
of elementary ELs. The study was limited to quantitative data analyses of test scores
which were examined from a critical perspective (Carter & Hurtado, 2007; Stage, 2007a,
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2007b), focusing on test data utility and impact. Issues of cultural validity (Basterra,
Trumbull, & Solano-Flores, 2011), which attend to the cultural disconnect in the
construct and content of EL assessments, and issues of ecological validity (van Lier,
2004), which focus on student and parent perspectives of educational testing
environments, were excluded, since these types of validity evidence require a qualitative
research design.
Chapter one begins by detailing the background and context to the study; after
which the statement of the problem and specific research questions are outlined. The
purpose and significance of the study within the local context are presented, along with a
description of the conceptual framework for the study. The chapter concludes with the
limitations inherent in the research design and sample group, and a brief overview of the
organization of the study.

Background and Context
Increasing demands for evaluation, assessment, and accountability in education,
coupled with a rapidly growing school population of children whose home language is
not English, suggests that two particularly salient characteristics of U.S. schools today are
not fading away, but are here to stay: English learners (ELs) and EL assessment data. In
2009, the U.S. Department of Education reported that 21% of school-age students spoke a
language other than English at home, up from 10% in 1980 and 5% of these students
reported speaking English with difficulty. In Georgia alone, the number of languageminority (LM) students grew by 406.4% from 1997 to 2007 (National Clearinghouse for
English Language Acquisition [NCELA], 2008a).
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Schooling for ELs is characterized by a double work load (Short & Fitzsimmons,
2007) and a double assessment load; double expectations and double accountability
(Abedi, 2007; Francis & Rivera, 2007; Rabinowitz, 2008). Under the Title I and Title III
programs of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, ELs are expected to master
academic knowledge and skills at the same time that they are expected to master the
academic English language necessary to “represent that knowledge in memory,
communicate it to others, and use it in their daily lives” (Francis & Rivera, p. 13). In
addition, NCLB legislation holds states accountable for EL progress in both English
language proficiency (ELP) and academic achievement. Consequently, two large-scale
high-stakes assessments are administered annually to ELs, generating extensive data
which could steer improvements in educational opportunities for LM students. It is
essential that educators understand how to interpret EL assessment data in a valid and
reliable way in order to inform strategic decision-making processes at school and student
levels.
These realities highlight the significance for practitioners and school systems to
engage in critical conversations about the relationship of student performances across
various assessments, and how they are using assessment data (Abedi, 2007; Basterra et
al., 2011; Francis & Rivera, 2007). These conversations may drive educational
researchers to examine EL assessment data at a deeper level. Assessment instruments
yield valuable information when a variety of validity sources are used to substantiate
results (Abedi, 2011; Basterra et al.; Cook, Boals, Wilmes, & Santos, 2008; Linn, 2009;
Lissitz, 2009; Pitoniak et al., 2009; Rabinowitz, 2008; Sireci et al., 2008; Wolf,
Farnsworth, et al., 2008; Wolf, Kao, Herman, et al., 2008). One such source is a critical
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examination of the relationship between students‟ performances on an assessment and its
criterion assessment, called criterion-related validity evidence. Another source is a
critical examination of student level variability in the predictive value of one assessment
for another. Assessment is a field where learning about is not as important as learning
how, and actually doing it. Every institution must be engaged in assessment at all levels.
In addition, state Title I and Title III assessment programs would benefit from validity
evidence drawn from these sources, hopefully for program improvement.

Statement of the Problem
Including ELs in Title I and Title III assessment and accountability systems
requires schools to demonstrate, with accountability consequences, that ELs are
becoming more proficient in English and are achieving academic proficiency in core
content as all other students. NCLB legislation calls for state educational agencies to
demonstrate the validity of all assessments for ELs, as well as the utility of test score
results. One way to accomplish this is to investigate the nature of the relationship
between students‟ performances across Title assessments, and the interaction of students‟
levels of English proficiency, as identified by the ELP assessment, with performances on
the academic achievement assessment (Abedi, 2002, 2007, 2008b; Francis & Rivera,
2007; Rabinowitz, 2008; Wolf, Farnsworth, et al., 2008).
In other words, educators‟ are challenged to define what proficiency on the ELP
assessment means in relationship to the student‟s likelihood of meeting grade level
expectations on the content assessment in Georgia. In addition, educators are faced with
drawing inferences from EL assessment data that encourages fair and valid decisions at
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the school and student level and considering the consequences for unfair and invalid test
inferences (Kopriva, Wiley, & Emick, 2007).
It is not surprising that some states have implemented systematic and
comprehensive programs of validity evaluation to ensure accurate inferences and uses of
high-stakes test data (Bauman, Boals, Cranley, Gottlieb, & Kenyon, 2007; Marion, 2007;
Rabinowitz, 2008; Sireci et al., 2008; Young, 2009). Several validity research studies
have been conducted on accommodations for ELs on academic achievement tests (Abedi,
2007; Sireci et al.; Young et al., 2008; see also Pennock-Roman & Rivera, 2007).
However, “few states systematically analyze the relationship of student performances
across various assessments” (Rabinowitz, p. 22). If a relationship exists between Titles I
and III assessment programs, assessment data could then be shared with the aim of
creating efficient, coherent, and comprehensive program services.

Research Questions
This study examined the relationship between elementary EL performances on
two large-scale, high-stakes assessments in Georgia: the Assessing Comprehension and
Communication in English State-to-State for English Language Learners (ACCESS for
ELLs®) and the Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT). This study also
examined various factors that shape this relationship, such as grade level (Mahoney,
2008), gender (Basterra et al., 2011), disability status (Minnema, Thurlow, Anderson, &
Stone, 2005), and time spent in special English language development (ELD) programs
(Parker, Louie, & O‟Dwyer, 2009).
The following questions guided the study:
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1. What are the demographics (disability status, gender, and time spent in ESOL),
reading scores, literacy scores, overall composite scores, and English proficiency
levels as measured by the ACCESS for ELLs®, and reading and mathematics
CRCT scores for 1st – 5th grade English learners in one semi-rural school district
in Georgia?
2. Is there a significant difference in elementary English learners‟ reading scores,
literacy scores, and overall composite scores on the ACCESS for ELLs® and
reading and mathematics CRCT scores at each grade level, among subgroups of
English learners by disability status, gender, and time spent in the English to
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) program?
3. Holding student characteristics constant, what is the direction and strength of the
relationship between elementary English learners‟ performances on the ACCESS
for ELLs® and their same-year performances on the reading and mathematics
CRCT in Georgia?
4. How do elementary English learners‟ ACCESS for ELLs® scores, disability
status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL individually and collectively
predict students‟ same-year performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT
in Georgia?

Purpose and Significance of Study
The purpose of this research was to find preliminary empirical evidence for the
proposed relationship between students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and
reading and mathematics CRCT, and to examine the variability of students‟ ELP
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performances to predict academic achievement performances in Georgia. In essence, this
study gathered criterion-related and differential predictive validity evidence for the
ACCESS for ELLs®. Theoretically, ELs with high reading scores on an ELP measure
should receive comparably high reading scores on an academic achievement measure,
even though different constructs were measured (Rabinowitz, 2008). If students‟
performances across Title I and Title III assessments are not related, one could question
whether the state‟s English language arts standards and assessments are aligned with its
ELP standards and assessments (Francis & Rivera, 2007; Kopriva, 2008).
Much of the educational research aimed at improving EL success in school has
focused on instructional and social factors, such as program type (Genesse, LindholmLeary, Saunders, & Christian, 2006), best practices (Echevarría, Vogt, & Short, 2008;
Gibbons, 2002; Hill & Flynn, 2006; Peregoy & Boyle, 2005), curriculum design
(Freeman & Freeman, 2007; Marzano, 2005; Wiggins & McTighe, 2006), opportunity to
learn (Aguirre-Muñoz et al., 2006; Aguirre-Muñoz & Boscardin, 2008; Starrat, 2003),
teacher preparation (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005), culturally relevant pedagogy
(Villegas & Lucas, 2002), student motivation (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008),
environmental influences (Pérez & Torres-Guzmán, 2002), socio-economic status, parent
involvement (Allen, 2007), race (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Singleton & Linton, 2006),
and EL status (Garcia, 2003), among others.
However, to comply with assessment and accountability mandates, it is vital that
policymakers and educators realistically represent special needs students, such as ELs,
through a valid interpretation and fair use of academic data critical to their success in
U.S. schools (Kopriva, 2008; Pitoniak et al., 2009). Studies on the educational assessment
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for ELs have largely been limited to psychometric issues (Abedi, 2002; Mahoney, 2008),
validity of content area assessments (Basterra et al., 2011; Sireci, et al, 2008; Wolf, Kao,
Herman, et al., 2008; Wolf, Kao, Griffin, et al., 2008; Young, et al., 2008; Young, 2009),
testing accommodations (Abedi, Courtney, Mirocha, Leon, & Goldberg, 2005; Abedi,
Hofstetter, & Lord, 2004; Zenisky & Sireci, 2007), and measuring ELP constructs
(Abedi, 2008b). Research is limited on the relationship between student performances on
assessments of ELP and academic achievement. In fact, few states have examined
criterion-related validity and differential predictive validity between their Title I and Title
III assessments (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al., 2008, p. 21).
The few states that have researched the relationship between students‟
performances on Title assessments have gathered some validity evidence. For instance, a
seminal study conducted across three states explored how students‟ performances on the
ACCESS for ELLs® were related to performance outcomes on the New England
Common Assessment Program (NECAP). After controlling for students‟ characteristics,
a statistically significant correlation was found between student performances on both
assessments. ACCESS for ELLs® scores were also found to significantly and positively
predict NECAP reading scores (Parker et al., 2009).
In three similar state-wide studies, a strong relationship between students‟
performances on post-NCLB ELP assessments and state reading/English language arts
(ELA) assessments was found for 3rd and 4th grade ELs (Abedi, 2008b). In another study,
Abedi found that the reading subscale scores from a pre-NCLB ELP test had medium to
high predictive power on reading/ELA scores for 3rd and 4th grade ELs. Moreover,
Francis and Rivera (2007) found that students‟ performances on the ELP assessment were
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more likely to systematically predict reading and math achievement outcomes than were
the number of years spent in the U.S.

Local Context
Based on the fact that other states have found criterion-related and predictive
validity evidence for their Title III assessment, it is conceivable that similar evidence for
the ACCESS for ELLs® could be found in Georgia. Two correlation studies have been
conducted on students‟ performances on the ACCESS and CRCT in Georgia, although
the validity evidence they offer is somewhat incomplete. One study investigated the
relationship between students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and on the ELA
and American Literature End-of-Course tests in 9th grade. Walker (2008) reported a
moderate to moderately strong positive relationship between students‟ scores on the ELP
and high school ELA assessments, although student, school, or district level variables
were not controlled. Another correlation study in Georgia found that students‟
performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® contributed 49% of the variance on the CRCT
mathematics assessment in grade eight (Mando, 2007). The sample population for this
unpublished dissertation research study was less than 100.
Due to recent policy changes at the state level, research conducted at the Georgia
Department of Education (GaDOE) Title III department found a significantly high
correlation between ACCESS for ELLs® literacy sub-scores and reading CRCT scores
for 1st and 2nd grade ELs. Based on this correlation, the state determined that 1st and 2nd
grade ELs who achieve an ACCESS for ELLs® literacy proficiency level of Tier C 4.7
are likely to meet or exceed proficiency expectations on the reading CRCT (C. Alston,

10
personal communication, March 28, 2011). Since the analyses for this study were
conducted at the district level, student characteristics were not controlled.
It is important to note that the developers of the ACCESS for ELLs® assessment,
the World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) Consortium, suggest that
in order to develop accurate annual measureable achievement objectives (AMAOs) for
schools as required by the Title III program of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB, 2002), state educational agencies must examine the correlation between
students‟ ACCESS scores and state reading and mathematics test scores. These
correlations would help determine what level of performance on the ACCESS predicts
success on the state reading and math assessments (Cook et al., 2008). Few studies have
been conducted in Georgia that report cluster level correlations or which examine
subgroups of language skills to determine correlations with student success in reading
and math, especially at the elementary level. In addition, EL assessment research in
Georgia has not examined the degree to which a prior year‟s sub-scores of language
proficiency could have an impact on subsequent reading and math overall scores for
elementary and middle school ELs. Likewise, research in Georgia has not addressed
whether students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® performance predicts CRCT outcomes differently
for various subgroups of English learners.
Therefore, in view of the paucity of criterion-related validity evidence on which
to base test inferences and uses of ELP assessment data for elementary ELs in Georgia,
and the high-stakes accountability issues involved with this data, the current investigation
is both necessary and critical. Consequently, the current research study will provide
valuable information which could help educators in Georgia deepen their understanding
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of the relationship between students‟ performances on the ELP and academic
achievement assessments and the characteristics that shape this relationship. As validity
evidence, the findings of this study could inform decision-making processes for ELs. It is
evident that a deeper understanding of EL assessment data, its benefits and limitations,
would increase school leaders‟ knowledge base and encourage decisions that promote EL
achievement within a school‟s distributed leadership framework (Spillane, 2006; Copland
& Knapp, 2006; Marzano, 2005).

Conceptual Framework
The current investigation was framed as a critical examination of assessment
validation evidence used to support inferences and decisions educators in Georgia make
from elementary English learners‟ (ELs) test scores. An assessment validation framework
recognizes the necessity of collecting multiple pieces of evidence to justify that a test
measures what it claims to measure, that test scores are reliable, and correlate with a
criterion in a predictable manner (Kane, 2009; Marion, 2007; Wolf, Farnsworth, et al.,
2008; Wolf, Kao, Griffin, et al., 2008). It is a process of gathering various pieces of
evidence that could contribute to a better understanding of the meaning of a set of test
scores and their inferences. It is rare for a single ELP assessment to serve all its intended
purposes; rather, each purpose is more likely to require unique validity evidence (Winter,
2011). Thus, when an ELP assessment has been validated as serving one purpose, it
cannot be assumed to serve another (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al.).
As a result, it is important to examine the sources of evidence supporting each test
claim. Validity evidence, systematically and regularly collected, could lead to revisions,
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improvements, or changes in test interpretations, which in turn may require additional
evidence to be gathered. A strategic assessment validation process, therefore, is cyclical
in nature. Within the framework of modern validity theory, the purpose of the current
examination is to add to the body of evidence supporting claims that EL assessment data
in Georgia is valid for measuring student English language proficiency, determining
student classification, and predicting academic achievement.
Modern validity theory developed from the works of Cronbach, Kane, and
Messick (as cited in Sireci, 2009) and became grounded in the Standards for Educational
and Psychological Testing (American Educational Research Association [AERA],
American Psychological Association [APA], & National Council on Measurement in
Education [NCME], 1999). Validity evidence sources include content, construct,
criterion, and consequential validity evidence (Lissitz, 2009; Sireci; Wolf, Farnsworth, et
al., 2008; Wolf, Kao, Herman, et al., 2008). Criterion-related validity evidence refers to
the “interrelations among test scores, or the extent to which scores on one test are related
to scores on other measures of the same or similar constructs” (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al.,
p. 84). Differential predictive validity evidence, a form of criterion-related validity
evidence, examines inherent differences in students and how these influence the
predictive power of an assessment in relation to the criterion assessment (Sireci et al.,
2008).
This study extends the modern validity framework to include critical perspectives
within the assessment validation process, evaluating how the resulting evidence might
inform educators‟ uses of EL assessment data. Research, whether qualitative or
quantitative, can be considered critical research when it highlights the educational reality
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of a subgroup such as English learners, and when it raises critical questions about an
aspect of their education (Butin, 2010; Carter & Hurtado, 2007; Stage, 2007b). Some ELs
and their families are considered a marginalized group in U.S. society and may feel
powerless before state assessment practices. A researcher who examines quantitative data
from a critical perspective has been termed a quantitative criticalist (Stage, 2007a,
2007b).
For this reason, this study was framed as a critical assessment validation process.
The Title I and Title III assessments in Georgia were examined for possible redundancy
or bias, and the ELP assessment was examined for its sensitivity to EL subgroups. Each
step in the ELP assessment validation process included a critical examination of social
consequences, as shown in Figure 1. First, the purposes or uses of the assessment about
test scores were identified along with their related claims. Second, using a variety of
quantitative analyses, evidence was collected to support test score claims. Critical
questions underlie each step in this process, especially if evidence is found that test
results function differently for student subgroups. At a practical level, this study could
provide evidential basis for making future modification in the purpose, claim, or ELP test
itself (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al., 2008; Wolf, Herman, Bachman, et al., 2008).
For the most part, a test is only useful if it is capable of fulfilling its intended
purpose. The interpretation and use educators give test results are valid only when they
correspond to those for which the test was intended (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al., 2008). The
inferences and interpretations made from test results about student knowledge are crucial,
each requiring validity evidence from various sources. Specifically, a validation argument
for the ACCESS for ELLs® must also consider how test results inform decisions
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Figure 1. A critical validation process for an ELP assessment. Critical questions underlie
each step in the assessment validation process. Adapted from “Validity Issues in
Assessing English Language Learners‟ Language Proficiency” by M. K. Wolf, T.
Farnsworth, and J. Herman, 2008, Educational Assessment, 13, p. 89. Copyright 2008 by
the Taylor & Francis Group. Adapted with permission.

regarding EL participation in state-mandated assessment measures (Abedi, 2008a;
Bauman, et al., 2007; Kopriva, 2008; Starrat, 2003), EL status and program placement,
and classroom instruction (Rea-Dickins & Scott, 2007; Taylor, 2006). Additional uses for
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ELP assessment results are: (a) Screen and identify potential English learners; (b) Place
ELs in specific language development or other special programs; (c) Determine the
content and service delivery model of a English language development (ELD) programs;
(d) Monitor students‟ progress while in these programs; and (e) Decide whether students
will participate in testing with or without accommodations (Abedi; Sireci et al., 2008;
Wolf, Farnsworth, et al.; Young, et al., 2008). State educational agencies also use ELP
assessment data to report ELs‟ progress to federal agencies in the form of Annual
Measurable Achievement Objectives (AMAOs) (Abedi, 2007; Cook et al., 2008;
Rabinowitz, 2008).
In this study, evidence was examined for three claims state educational policies
make about the validity of using ELP assessment scores in Georgia for the purposes
outlined in the Title III ESOL Resource Guide: (a) Determining students‟ levels of
English proficiency; (b) measuring development of English proficiency; (c) placing
students into appropriate English language development (ELD) programs; (d) diagnosing
students‟ educational needs; (e) exiting students from ELD programs; and (f) holding
schools‟ accountable for students‟ progress in academic English proficiency (Georgia
Department of Education [GaDOE], 2010f).
Purpose/Claim #1: Measurement
Given that the ELP assessment in Georgia is used to determine students‟ level of
English language proficiency, the first claim the state makes is that ACCESS for ELLs®
test scores accurately measure students‟ academic ELP, not just social English
proficiency. States use predetermined annual measurable achievement objectives
(AMAOs) to hold schools accountable for students‟ progress in developing and attaining
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ELP (Anderson & Dufford-Meléndez, 2011; NCELA, 2008a). The consequences are high
for inaccurately measuring the development of ELP, given that the first AMAO is a state
goal for a percentage of ELs in each school to demonstrate progress in ELP (GaDOE,
2010f). To address this first claim, elementary English learners‟ ELP performances were
examined in relation to students‟ same-year reading and mathematics CRCT
performances. This study also compared four EL subgroups by disability status, grade
level, gender, and time spent in ESOL programs in order to help educators understand
whether the ACCESS for ELLs® measures students‟ academic ELP differently.
Purpose/Claim #2: Reclassification
Given that performances of English learners on both the ELP and reading
assessments are used in Georgia to exit students from the ESOL program and to
reclassify students‟ status from EL to EL-Monitored (GaDOE, 2010f), the second claim
the state makes is that, when used with students‟ CRCT performances, ACCESS for
ELLs® score results are valid for the purpose of reclassifying students. Generally,
reclassification or redesignation is the process of changing a students‟ English
proficiency status from limited English proficient (LEP) to English language fluent (ELF) (Grissom, 2004). Again, high accountability consequences are tied to the yearly
percentage of reclassified ELs, the second AMAO, making it critical for schools to
examine whether the test is valid for these purposes. This study examined the relationship
between students‟ scores on the ACCESS for ELLs® and reading CRCT, in order to
address the second claim. In addition, validity generalization evidence, whether and how
criterion-related correlations differ across subgroups of students, was examined (Schafer,
Wang, & Wang, 2009; Sireci et al., 2008).
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The present economic crisis has caused the elimination of the state academic
achievement assessment for 1st and 2nd grade students in Georgia. Currently, educators
only rely on one ELP measure to determine whether 1st and 2nd grade ELs‟ status can be
reclassified. The state claims that both the ACCESS for ELLs® overall composite and
literacy composite scores accurately predict students‟ performances on the state reading
assessment (C. Alston, personal communication, March 28, 2011). Given that the
Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing discourage a reliance on a single
test measure for high-stakes classification decisions (AERA, APA, NCME, 1999), this
study examined the relationship between ACCESS for ELLs® literacy score and the
reading CRCT. A high positive correlation between the test scores could be used as
additional validity evidence from district level data to support the state‟s claim.
Purpose/Claim #3: Prediction
Given that the ELP assessment is used to measure an EL‟s development and
attainment of academic language proficiency, the third claim the state makes is that
ACCESS for ELLs® test scores provide a basis to predict the development of academic
English as defined by the state criterion reading measure (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al., 2008).
To address the third claim, this study investigated the predictive power of ACCESS for
ELLs® scores for students‟ performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT. In
addition, this investigation critically examined whether the predictive power of the
ACCESS for ELLs® varies across subgroups of students by disability status, grade level,
gender, and time spent in ESOL programs. The critical question is whether there is an
interaction between inherent student characteristics and the predictive power of the
ACCESS for ELLs®. In addition, accountability consequences for ELs attaining or not
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attaining annual yearly progress in academic achievement are high as outlined in the third
AMAO set by the state (GaDOE, 2010f).
To summarize, this research study gathered evidence to support three claims made
for the purpose and utility of assessment data from elementary ELs in Georgia. It is
expected that the outcomes of this study provide information for the valid and fair use of
ACCESS for ELLs® scores to measure students‟ level of ELP, reclassify students from
EL to EL-M, and accurately predict students‟ performances on tests of academic
achievement. Given that these testing programs carry high accountability stakes in the
form of three AMAOs, school leaders and policy makers must provide extensive
documentation to support inferences made and actions taken based on test scores (Lissitz,
2009; Rabinowitz, 2008). The results from this study will add to the body of evidence
supporting the validity of the Title I and Title III assessment systems in Georgia.

Summary of Findings
Significant findings were found on different levels. These include a positive
though moderate relationship between students‟ performances on both assessments when
student variables are controlled. Significant differences exist between student subgroups
in favor of students without disabilities in upper elementary grades with at least three
years of ESOL. Students ELP assessment performances were found to have moderate
predictive value for their same-year academic assessment performance, though only
when combined with individual characteristics. The findings suggest moderate criterionrelated validity and differential predictive validity for using ELP assessment data as the
basis for critical decisions affecting students‟ education.
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Limitations of Study
This study was limited to examining statistical relationships between test scores,
explaining how the interrelationships between the scores support the validity claims for
the interpretations and uses of test results, and finally, discussing the consequences of
score interpretation and use for elementary ELs in Georgia. The study did not examine
the following: test content, academic English construct, test consequences, students‟
response processes, student, parent, and teacher perspectives of the testing environment
(van Lier, 2004), and sociocultural perspectives on testing (Basterra et al., 2011). The
internal validity of this study may have limited by an incorrect selection of control
variables, an incomplete rationale for the selection and definition of variables, or the
inability to validate the resulting prediction equation with another student group (Gay &
Airasian, 2003). Additional limitations include an homogenous sample and a limited
number of available variables to control. These are discussed thoroughly in chapter five.

Organization of the Study
The purpose of this study is to add to the body of empirical criterion-related,
predictive validity evidence for the English language proficiency assessment utilized in
Georgia. The relationship between students‟ performances across Title I and Title III
assessments was analyzed along with factors that shape this relationship. Significance for
the study lies in the uses and inferences educators make of EL assessment data which
critically affect educational decisions within the high-stakes evaluation, assessment, and
accountability climate for English learners in schools today.
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Chapter two will explain the theories from which the critical assessment
validation process conceptual framework was designed and will discuss applicable
critical theories. After that, three literature reviews will be presented. The first review
will focus on English language proficiency testing of ELs in the U.S., and the difficulty
of defining the academic ELP construct. The second strand of literature will focus on
academic content area testing of ELs in the U.S., the role of federal policy and how it has
shaped the climate of inclusion. The third section will review a range of criterion-related
validity studies in the U.S. and point to the lack of such studies in Georgia.
Chapter three will present the research design and methodology along with a
description of the participants and specific analyses. Chapter four will present the
findings of the study, and chapter five follows with a discussion of the implications and
conclusions. A definition of relevant terms utilized throughout the dissertation is
provided in Appendix A. These terms cover descriptions of learner characteristics,
aspects of English language proficiency, federal legislation acronyms, accountability
expressions, and assessment language.
The intent of this small scale research study is to add to the understanding of the
relationship of elementary English learners‟ performances across the Title I and Title III
assessments in Georgia, and the factors that shape this relationship. A critical look at the
mandatory dual testing reality for ELs in Georgia could motivate educators to ensure that
decisions made from resulting test data are valid and fair. Hopefully, this study will
support an understanding of the foundational validity issues that arise whenever ELs are
assessed for accountability purposes.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

This study examined criterion-related and differential predictive validity evidence
for the interpretations and uses state leaders and educators make of elementary English
learners‟ (ELs) assessment data in Georgia. The study examined students‟ performances
on the English language proficiency (ELP) assessment in relation to the criterion, the
reading and math academic achievement assessments, and evaluated the nature of the
hypothesized relationship across student variables of disability status, grade level, gender,
and time spent in language assistance programs.
Chapter two presents a review of current perspectives on modern validity theory,
demonstrating the importance of gathering evidence from a variety of sources in order to
contextually explain test results on the basis of test utility and social consequences
(Zumbo, 2009). Critical perspectives for each stage in the EL assessment validation
framework are presented, after which the role of federal policy and how it has shaped the
climate of accountability validity is discussed. Literature on the difficulties inherent in
the assessment of academic English language proficiency and issues related to the
academic achievement testing of ELs is reviewed. Finally, criterion-related validity
studies are presented, highlighting the need for similar studies in Georgia.

Modern Validity Theory
In modern validity theory the test validation process is an integrated and unified
process, not merely a collection of unrelated approaches. Thus, it can be used to frame
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validation studies that seek to gather evidence from multiple sources and determine
whether specific interpretations of the meaning of a set of test scores are acceptable or
not (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al., 2008; Young, 2009). Validity research seeks to provide
evidence that supports the appropriateness and adequacy of interpretations and decisions
made about students on the basis of their performance on a test. In addition, modern
validity can frame studies concerned with test reliability, fairness, comparability of
results, and consequences of test use (Wilde, 2010).
In 1999, the American Educational Research Association (AERA), American
Psychological Association (APA) and the National Council on Measurement in education
(NCME) published the Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing which
established standards for appropriate test use and interpretation in education and
psychology (Young, 2009). The Standards outline five sources of validity evidence: Test
content, student response processes during testing, internal test structure, relationship of
test scores to other variables, and consequences of testing (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al.,
2008). The most common source of evidence, content validity, is typically established by
most test publishers prior to test publication. The least common sources of validity
evidence are students‟ cognitive response processes, student group comparisons, and
relations of test score to criterion test scores (Rabinowitz, 2008).
This last source of validity evidence examines whether a consistency exists
between students‟ performances on a test and their performances on other assessments
(Schafer et al., 2009; Sireci et al., 2008). Research studies classified as convergent,
concurrent, predictive, or validity generalization all gather criterion-related validity
evidence (Schafer et al.). In convergent studies, the relationship between scores on the
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test and scores on similar tests is investigated. In other words, multiple measures of the
same construct should correlate strongly or should converge across measurements.
Concurrent studies gather evidence about the relationships between student performances
on a test and on a criterion measure theoretically administered at the same time.
Predictive studies gather evidence about the foretelling nature of test scores on students‟
performances on a future test.
Criterion-related studies are called predictive studies when relationships are
studied between test scores on two tests given at different times. The “degree to which
test scores accurately predict scores on a criterion measure” is a form of predictive
validity evidence (Sireci et al., 2008, p. 126). Studies classified as validity generalization
are those that investigate the nature of criterion-related correlations that differ across
contexts, people, criteria, or settings, such as across different subgroups of students.
However, studies that focus on score differences within one test can also be considered to
provide this type of validity evidence, since test scores are related to inherent differences
in examinees or testing conditions.
Validity theory and practices have changed over the last century. A criterionbased model of validity dominated the psychometric literature from the early to mid1900s. Validating test score interpretations primarily meant demonstrating that the scores
were strongly correlated with a criterion measure (Sireci, 2009). Drawing heavily from
behavioral psychology and theories of learning, construct validity became more
important than criterion validity during the 1950s with the work of Cronbach and Meehl
(Young, 2009). This type of validity demanded that tests actually measure what they
claim to measure, making construct definition critical. In the 1970s, the measurement
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community shifted its focus to consider the moral and consequential purpose for
validation studies, confirming test use and interpretation (Messick, 1989). Currently,
validity theory is conceptualized as a well-articulated argument drawn from multiple
sources of evidence to support inferences from test scores and uses of test data (Kane,
2009).
Interestingly enough, some assessment researchers suggest that construct validity
is theoretically invalid (Borsboom, Cramer, Kievit, Scholten, & Franic, 2009; Michell,
2009). Some even consider correlation studies to be a weak form of validity
argumentation, given that a test could have as many “potential uses as it has correlations
with other criterion variables” (Zumbo, 2009, p. 69). In an attempt to highlight the
integrative nature of validity theory, Zumbo proposes a strong form of construct validity,
which he calls a “contextualized, pragmatic explanation view of test validation” (p. 70).
In Zumbo‟s (2009) view an assessment validation process would want to provide
an explanation for test score variation (see Figure 2) by examining empirical evidence
from various sources: psychometric validity studies on the test itself, issues of social
consequences, justice, and fairness, and consideration of how test results are utilized,
along with the test‟s predictive value and sensitivity to subgroups. The focus of this type
of research would be on the mediating and moderating variables that explain test score
variation. If research evidence indicated that the meaning of test results is not the same
for all subgroups, it might be necessary to establish inferential limits for the assessment
for a particular marginalized subgroup.
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Figure 2. Test validations as contextualized pragmatic explanation. Evidence from
psychometric studies, social consequences, and test utility inform assessment validation
processes; thereby providing a complete, pragmatic explanation for test score variation.
Adapted from “Validity as Contextualized and Pragmatic Explanation, and its
Implications for Validation Practice” (p. 70), by B. D. Zumbo, 2009, in The Concept of
Validity: Revisions, New Directions, and Applications, Charlotte, NC: Information Age
Publishing, Inc. Copyright 2009 by Information Age Publishing. Adapted with
permission.

Critical Perspectives
The current investigation will integrate critical theory with modern validity theory
by asking critical questions about the validity of student level inferences and uses for
large-scale, high-stakes EL assessment data by examining criterion-related and predictive
validity evidence for the purpose of encouraging modifications that might be necessary to
support minority student success and empowerment (Morrell, 2009). Critical theory
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provides educators and researchers a lens through which to challenge dominant practices
in schools and question the relationships between power and language and its effect on
the education of minority students in the U.S. Critical theory is a useful tool for
examining the sociopolitical nature of language practices and the social consequences,
fairness, and justice, or injustice, found in educational assessment systems today
(Choudhury, 2008; Zumbo, 2009).
With respect to language assessment, critical theory questions the assumption of
prescriptive linguistics that underlies standardized language testing practices prevalent in
education today (van Lier, 2004). It questions why educators do not teach or assess
creative local forms of English, and why educational systems traditionally elevate the
historically hegemonic and imperialistically global English (Higgins, 2009). Critical
theory questions power relations embedded in school discourse, text, and high-stakes
tests. It desires social justice in the formal assessment of English proficiency, and
foregrounds the manner in which social relations affect English and in which English
affects social relations (Behrman, 2006; Bernhard & Cummins, 2004).
Critical theory studies commonly use a qualitative research design, although there
is a growing body of critical quantitative studies in the higher education arena (Baez,
2007; St. John, 2007; Stage, 2007b). When research questions are critical in nature and
research goals are change oriented, critical theory is compatible with quantitative
research studies that examine marginalized populations, conflict-ridden practices, and
sociopolitical consequences (Stage; van Lier, 2004). Critical research studies situate
knowledge learning and assessment within sociocultural contexts, and require educators
to take explicit moral and ethical stances within any type of investigation, data, and
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interpretation (van Lier). Critical quantitative research results may highlight areas where
critical qualitative research is needed, and vice versa. Stage coined the term quantitative
criticalist to describe a researcher who conducts critical quantitative research.
The most common type of critical research studies on EL assessment focus on
issues of cultural validity (Basterra et al., 2011). The theoretical foundations for cultural
validity studies recognize the integrative nature of cognition, language, and culture and
call for new paradigms in the testing of ELs. A test is culturally valid when it accounts
for the social nature of cognition and the cultural influences on test taking. Wiley and
Deno (2005) critically question whether language proficiency assessments are culturally
competent, and whether they encourage a deficit perspective of linguistic minority
students. Some ELP assessment studies have raised critical questions about the validity of
academic achievement and language tests for ELs (Abedi, 2008a), language test reviews
(Cook et al., 2008), and whether language should be treated as a source of measurement
error in tests (Abedi, 2011).
Accountability Validity
The adoption of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 brought significant
changes to assessment practices and policies for ELs. Two federal programs, Title III,
Language Instruction of Limited English Proficient and Immigrant Students, and Title I,
improving the academic achievement of disadvantaged students, have had a direct
consequence on the education and assessment of ELs (Kopriva, 2008). Although schools
use test scores for a variety of purposes, state educational agencies primarily use EL
assessment data for the accountability provisions of NCLB. Consequently, the inferences
and uses educators make from test scores have critical accountability consequences for
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students and schools, implying that accountability evidence could be gathered as another
source supporting assessment validation processes (Marion, 2007). State education
agencies play a significant role in the validation process of mandated assessments for ELs
(Rabinowitz, 2008; Winter, 2011) and in the asking and answering of critical questions.
NCLB legislation set the lofty goal of ensuring that every child in grades two
through eight, including ELs, is performing at grade level by the end of the 2013 – 2014
school year (Abedi et al., 2004). This mandate destined that the academic progress of
every child, including those learning English, be assessed in reading, math, language arts,
and science. States are required to provide assessments to new ELs in their native
language to the extent that is feasible, or at least with language accommodations. Schools
collect yearly achievement data on students, including ELs, at the end of grade three,
five, eight, and one year in high school (Kopriva, 2008).
Current legislation requires schools to include in accountability reports,data on
the academic progress of ELs and other subgroups (Francis, Rivera, Lesaux, Kieffer, &
Rivera, 2006). Subgroups such as ELs, students with disabilities (SWD), and immigrant
groups must make appropriate progress, or the school will be subject to federal and state
sanctions. NCLB legislation intends to close the achievement gap between ELs and
native English speakers by motivating states to include ELs in educational programs and
testing practices so that students may benefit from school reform (Kopriva, 2008;
Spinelli, 2008). Including ELs in large-scale assessments and reporting their
disaggregated results has prompted school leaders to focus on what these assessments
could conceivably tell us about ELs (Kopriva).
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Two major consequences of NCLB on state education agencies are the
development of ELP standards and assessment, and the reporting of longitudinal
academic progress for ELs (Kopriva, 2008). In the form of Annual Measurable
Achievement Objectives (AMAOs), states report to federal agencies percentages of ELs
who progress and are exited from English language services (Abedi, 2007; Cook et al.,
2008; Rabinowitz, 2008). For example, 89% of the identified ELs in Georgia took the
ELP assessment in 2008; 65.8% of these students demonstrated progress in ELP, and
10.5% attained proficiency in English (GaDOE, 2010b).
The federal government requires states and school districts to factor in the
performance of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students when calculating Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) totals. As a result, schools are held accountable for ensuring that
LEP students receive a quality education focused on closing achievement gaps (Francis et
al., 2006). The Title III program established by NCLB provides support for states and
school districts to create new assessments of English proficiency, as well as alternative
assessments, such as native language tests or accommodations on English language tests,
that will help states accurately measure LEP students' performance in reading and
mathematics.
The NCLB Act of 2001 allows state agencies some flexibility in calculating AYP
totals, although only for one to three years. For instance, recently-arrived LEP students
are exempt from one administration of the state reading and language arts assessment and
their mathematics and science scores are not counted into AYP determinations (Francis et
al., 2006). Schools have the freedom to report newcomer students‟ performances
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separately from other ELs‟ scores, and to define the number of students that constitute a
subgroup for AYP reporting purposes (Francis et al.).

Assessing English Language Proficiency
Historically, English learners (ELs) in the U.S. did not participate in large-scale
student assessment programs, due to concerns that their lack of English language
proficiency (ELP) would invalidate the English measure of academic achievement (Abedi
et al., 2004; Abedi, 2007). In the past 40 years, however, federal policy and legislation
changes have made the inclusion of ELs in large-scale assessments common practice
(Lindholm-Leary & Borsato, 2006). Today, ELs must participate in two annual largescale high-stakes assessments: a measure of progress in English language proficiency,
and the same measure of academic content achievement administered to their Englishonly peers (Abedi; Kopriva, 2008; Francis & Rivera, 2007; Rabinowitz, 2008).
Prior to NCLB, the commonly used ELP assessments shared several limitations:
insufficient academic content coverage, inconsistent alignment with states‟ content
standards, an ill-defined concept of English proficiency, and psychometric flaws (Abedi,
2008b). Without considering other modes of language proficiency, these ELP
assessments depended on rigid paper and pencil tests to measure students‟ linguistic
abilities (Pray, 2005). In 2001, NCLB Title III legislation attempted to correct these
limitations by mandating that: (a) English proficiency is defined as academic proficiency
in reading, writing, speaking, and listening; (b) ELP tests provide reliable and valid
interpretations of a student‟s level of English proficiency; and (c) that states align their
ELP standards and content standards (Francis & Rivera, 2007).
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NCLB Challenge #1: Operationalizing Academic Language Proficiency
The first challenge for ELP assessments today is to define the ELP construct
measured. How the construct of ELP is defined and measured shapes the information
ELP tests provide educators, which may or may not inform academic achievement testing
options (Kopriva, 2008). Most language assessments define English language proficiency
as a statistical combination of four language domains: reading, writing, listening, and
speaking (Abedi, 2008b; Cook et al., 2008; Cook, 2011). This compensatory model
allows a student‟s high language proficiency in one domain to compensate for a low
proficiency in another domain (Abedi). However, federal legislation would like states to
use a conjunctive model rather than a compensatory model to define students‟ ELP. A
conjunctive model would require students to score at the proficient level in each of the
four domains in order to meet state annual measurable achievement objectives (AMAO).
Research is limited on whether the four languages domains describe four separate
dimensions of English language proficiency or whether they represent a single underlying
trait that encompasses all four domains. Even though test developers have done
considerable research on the construct and content validity of their ELP assessments
(Cook et al, 2008; Gottlieb, 2009; Gottlieb & Kenyon, 2006; Wolf, Farnsworth, et al.,
2008), determining whether ELP assessments measure content area knowledge or
measure the language that facilitates learning content knowledge continues to be a
challenge for educators and assessment researchers (Abedi et al, 2004; Starrat, 2003;
Wolf & Martiniello, 2010).
Educators and researchers agree that academic English language proficiency
(AELP) is necessary for successful classroom learning, as well as successful performance
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on large-scale assessments (Bailey, 2007; Cech, 2009; Scarcella, 2003a, 2003b;
Schleppegrell, 2004). However, defining academic language proficiency and cognitive
academic language proficiency remains a challenge. Academic language has been
defined as the decontextualized language of school, characterized by specific contentarea vocabulary, grammatical and linguistic nuances, to which most students have had
limited exposure (Himmele & Himmele, 2009). Teachers must systematically develop
and explicitly teach academic English across all content areas in order for ELs to achieve
academic success as measured by large-scale content-area tests (Bailey; Scarcella;
Schleppegrell). Cognitive academic language proficiency refers to the ways in which you
use language, language functions within a content area, and understanding how to use
that language academically within that content area vs. academic language proficiency
which refers to the field‟s content knowledge (Gibbons, 2002; Halliday, 1993; Halliday
& Hasan, 1995; Himmele & Himmele; Schleppegrell).
BICS/CALP approach. Applied linguists and educators have suggested various
approaches to defining academic English language proficiency. The Cummins (1999,
2005) approach distinguishes between a learner‟s acquisition of conversational English,
called basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS), and the cognitively demanding
English necessary for academic tasks, called cognitive academic language proficiency
(CALP). Consequently, ELP assessments today measure both BICS and CALP (Gottlieb,
2009). On the other hand, academic achievement assessments measure only CALP with
its content-specific, low frequency, technical vocabulary and complex language demands.
The acquisition and developmental patterns of BICS varies from CALP. Within six
months of exposure to a new language, students could demonstrate basic competence in
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BICS; however, it could take students up to five years of academic language exposure to
become as proficient in CALP as their peers (Collier, 1995; Cummins). In recent years
some educators have criticized Cummin‟s BICS/CALP distinction, claiming it has
limited practical value (Aukerman, 2007). It is interesting to note that research has not
been able to provide a detailed description of student tasks in BICS and CALP, nor has it
generated tasks that teachers could use to help their students‟ develop BICS and CALP
(Scarcella, 2003b).
Systemic functional linguistics approach. A second approach to defining
academic language originated in Halliday‟s (1993) concept of purposeful language used
to accomplish specific tasks, such as informing, analyzing, and comparing. Systemic
Functional Linguistics (SFL) views language as a system and focuses on the function of
language: what it does and how it does it. In SFL, the relationships between language,
knowledge, and grammar are studied within the contexts of culture and situation.
Moreover, grammar becomes a functional resource for understanding how each content
area in education codes knowledge differently. Teachers and students analyze the
language of content area tasks, such as mood type, clause structure, and cohesion, and
highlight inherent grammatical complexities (Gibbons, 2002; Halliday, 1993). A greater
understanding of the linguistic structures that characterize academic language will
prepare teachers to help ELs meet increased language and academic expectations as they
advance to upper grade levels and higher levels of academic English language
proficiency (Aguirre-Muñoz et al., 2006; Gibbons, 2002; Schleppegrell, 2004;
Schleppegrell & Fang, 2010). Building on the SFL approach, Schleppegrell (2004)
introduced a definition of academic English that analyzed linguistic elements in the
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register of schooling or academic discourse. Schleppegrell described lexical features and
central grammatical features of school-based texts. Nevertheless, proponents of the SFL
approach have not provided the assessment field with an operational definition of the
academic ELP construct to measure.
Dimensions approach. Based on a dimension approach to communicative
competence, Scarcella (2003a, 2003b) and Collier and Thomas (2007) suggest two
definitions of academic language. Scarcella‟s academic language framework includes
three interdependent dimensions: linguistic, cognitive, and sociocultural/psychological.
The linguistic dimension encompasses phonological, lexical, grammatical,
sociolinguistic, and discourse components. The cognitive dimension addresses
knowledge, strategies, and meta-linguistic awareness components. Finally, the
sociocultural/psychological dimension includes the norms, values, beliefs, attitudes,
motivations, interests, behaviors, practices, and habits of students.
Collier and Thomas (2007) proposed a holistic Prism Model for academic
language based on four interdependent dimensions: sociocultural processes, language,
academic and cognitive development processes. If school programs addressed all four
dimensions of the model, students would be more likely to achieve high levels of
academic language proficiency. Central to the model is the sociocultural dimension,
which includes students‟ emotional responses to learning, affected by home, school,
community, and society, and student variables such as self-esteem, embarrassment,
anxiety, peer acceptance, discrimination, the subordinate status of the minority group, the
social and psychological distance between language groups, and acculturation versus
assimilation forces .
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Students‟ language, academic, and cognitive dimensions must be developed
simultaneously but are limited or sustained by the sociocultural dimension. The language
dimension, which addresses the linguistics processes involved in acquiring, both
subconsciously and consciously, the oral and written systems of a student‟s first (L1) and
second languages (L2). The academic dimension encompasses K – 12 school contentarea subjects and the vocabulary, sociolinguistic, and discourse patterns of language
which develop to higher cognitive levels in each succeeding grade (Collier & Thomas,
2007). And finally, the cognitive dimension includes specific learning strategies and
higher-level thinking processes in students. By using this model for research, Collier and
Thomas found that when schools developed one dimension to the neglect of the others
ELs‟ rate of success in achieving parity with their English-only peers was negatively
affected.
Bailey (2007) introduced a definition of academic language proficiency similar to
Scarcella‟s (2003a) framework, with lexical, grammatical, and discourse level features as
well as language functions. Being proficient in academic language meant students were
able to use general and content-specific vocabulary, and specialized grammatical
structures for various functions, such as “acquiring new knowledge and skills, interacting
about a topic, or imparting information to others” (Bailey, p. 10). In conclusion, the
variety of definitions for academic English language proficiency illustrate the difficulty
of meeting the demands of the first NCLB challenge of defining the construct ELP
assessments intend to measure. EL assessment research is needed to provide information
to help differentiate between the not-well-defined construct of academic language
proficiency and the construct of content knowledge.
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NCLB Challenge #2: Valid and Reliable Interpretations of ELP Levels
The second challenge for ELP assessments is to provide valid and reliable
interpretations of students‟ ELP levels. One source of validity evidence is to compare
results of the ELP assessments across EL and non-EL students. For instance, Pray (2005)
found inconsistent results after administering the oral versions of three common preNCLB language assessments, the Woodcock-Muñoz Language Survey (WMLS), the
IDEA Language Proficiency Test (IPT), and the Language Assessment Scales-Oral
(LAS-O), to native English speaking non-Hispanic students and native English speaking
Hispanic students from varied socioeconomic levels. The WMLS assessment did not
identify any of the native English-speaking children as fluent or advanced fluent in
English. The LAS-O scored all the English-only students as English fluent, whereas the
IPT scored only 87% of the English-only students in the fluent range (Pray).
It is possible that the WMLS and the IPT assessments prescribe a level of
proficiency that even native English-speaking children cannot attain. It is also interesting
to note that all of the English-only (EO) children who scored in the limited English
proficiency range on the WMLS were educated in the mainstream academic program,
and consequently school leaders did not consider them to be at risk for learning
difficulties. However, the ELs who scored in the limited English proficiency range on the
WMLS were already labeled at risk for learning failure, simply by belonging in the EL
classification. Rabinowitz (2008) proposes that state educational agencies administer ELP
assessments to EO students to validate the inferences drawn from these measures. Data
from ELP assessments play a major role in students‟ learning trajectories toward success
in school (Pray, 2005).
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NCLB Challenge #3: ELP and Content Standards Alignment
It is important for test developers and state policy makers to consider which ELP
standards were used to develop the ELP assessment (Abedi, 2008b), in other words, is the
content of the ELP assessment the same content students were instructed? Most states
have either created their own English language proficiency standards (ELPS) or adopted
those designed by consortia such as the World-Class Instructional Design and
Assessment (WIDA) Consortium (2007). This presents a challenge for states that belong
to a consortium and use the same ELP assessment measure but may have different state
ELP standards. States may want to determine whether each ELP standard has the same
level of importance for all the participating states in the consortia, and whether a customdesigned ELP test would align better with each state‟s standards than the consortiadesigned one. Addressing the alignment or misalignment of ELP and content standards
may uncover inconsistencies in student classification (Abedi; Bailey, Butler, & Sato,
2007). As a result, if ELs have not achieved the ELP level necessary to understand and
respond to test questions in English, educators could question the validity of content
assessment scores. Considering the extent to which ELA and ELP converge, states may
find it necessary to align ELA standards and assessments with ELP standards and
assessments (Francis & Rivera, 2007; Kopriva, 2008).

Assessing Academic Achievement
Along with their English-only counterparts, ELs participate in content area
assessments, such as mathematics, reading, science, and social studies, to measure their
academic progress. Such assessments may be informal and descriptive, such as projects,
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quizzes, curriculum-based tests, performance-based assessment, portfolio assessment,
and dynamic assessment assigned in the classroom (Kopriva, 2008; Spinelli, 2008). Other
assessments may be formal, numerical, and standardized, such as district- or state-wide
assessments, and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). These tests
are used for a variety of instructional and accountability purposes, including the
evaluation of instructional programs at the school, district, or state level to improve
teaching and learning. Language proficiency and academic achievement are two distinct
constructs that function closely together, although both areas are measured separately in
most states today.
Assessing Reading
Although recently arrived LEP students are exempt from one administration of
the academic reading/English language arts (ELA) assessment, all other ELs must take
this test yearly. However, educators agree that a students‟ high level of ELP is a
prerequisite to performing well on this test. Considering the extent to which English
reading skills and English language proficiency are closely related may point to students‟
ELP level as a source of error in standardized reading assessments. Abedi (2002) found
that students‟ level of ELP, more than family income or parent education, has a greater
impact on reading assessments than on math and science tests, which tend to have lesser
language loads. It is possible that construct-irrelevant variance due to language limits the
validity and reliability of reading achievement tests for ELs.
Assessing Math
All ELs, including recently arrived LEP students, to take the state mathematics
assessment yearly. Accommodations can be used with LEP students in mathematics
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testing, which do not compromise the validity of the test (Abedi, 2002). Even though
various testing accommodations are available for English learners, more research is
needed to demonstrate that such modifications actually facilitate, and do not hinder valid
score interpretation (Abedi).
Mahoney (2008) investigated whether construct-irrelevant language factors were
present in the mathematics achievement scores of ELs. Using data from the 1996
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Mahoney found that 4th grade
mathematics test items functioned equally for both ELs and English-only speakers with
no differential item functioning (DIF). Since the extant dataset did not specify students‟
initial ELP level at school entry, or students‟ ELP level at grade four, inferences drawn
from the findings are limited. Another limitation was the fact that the dataset did not
identify students‟ reading skills. For instance, struggling English-only readers would have
had just as much difficulty with the linguistic complexity of test items as the ELs did,
thus reducing any meaningful DIF between the groups. More research is needed to
determine whether a relationship exists between DIF and the degree of linguistic
complexity present in mathematics test items.
Construct Validity in Content Assessments
Standardized tests of content area knowledge, including state criterion referenced
measures are not free from measurement error (Kopriva, 2008). It is true that test
administration conditions, test tasks, variance in scoring, and test items are possible
sources of error for standardized tests. When administering content area tests to ELs, the
linguistic complexity of test items becomes another possible source for error (Abedi,
2002). Because of language barriers, test results for ELs may not necessarily reflect what
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students know and can do. Language barriers limit the reliability of test scores for ELs
and the validity of inferences drawn from their test results (Abedi, 2007; Center on
Education Policy, 2010).
In addition, English learners‟ academic performance can be confounded by
language background variables. When students have greater language proficiency there
will be less barriers and higher academic content performance. Unfortunately, academic
achievement tests suffer from low reliability for students at the lower end of language
proficiency. Language factors become a source of construct-irrelevance affecting
construct validity of academic measures for ELs (Abedi, 2002).
Solano-Flores and Trumbull (2003) found that test items pose a different set of
linguistic challenges, cognitive demands, and academic knowledge tapped for ELs,
resulting in varied student performances across items and across languages.
Consequently, it is important for educators to consider students‟ ELP level when using
content area test scores to classify students, assign specific instructional services, and
demonstrate progress (Abedi, 2008a; Kopriva, 2008). Moreover, it is essential to
understand whether standardized achievement tests measure achievement for ELs or
some other irrelevant construct (Kopriva; Mahoney, 2008).
Large-scale state assessments do not target language as the construct of the
measure, though “all tests measure language proficiency to some degree, whether it is a
part of the targeted construct or not” (Sireci et al., 2008, p. 108). The Standards for
Educational and psychological testing handbook published by AERA, APA, and NCME
in 1999 explicitly states that a student‟s lack of second language (L2) proficiency poses a
threat to validity when taking an achievement test in that language (Sireci et al.). It is
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important to note that to address validity issues educators must consider the purposes,
decisions, interpretations, actions, and uses based on the test results, not the test itself.
More research on EL assessment is needed to determine whether current tests are valid
and appropriate for the decisions educators make based on the results (Abedi, 2008b;
Francis & Rivera, 2007; Kopriva, 2008; Sireci et al.).
Accommodations in Content Assessments
Linguistically appropriate accommodations can benefit ELs since they do not alter
the construct being measured. Several test accommodations used for ELs include test
translation/adaptation, linguistic modification, providing bilingual or customized
dictionaries, adding glossaries to the margins of text booklets, and allowing extended
time (Abedi et al, 2004; Abedi et al., 2005; Kopriva, 2008; Zenisky & Sireci, 2007).
Using these accommodations raises specific validity questions about whether the
constructs are different, whether the scores are comparable to standard scores, whether
they provide a more accurate measure of ELs‟ knowledge and skills, and whether they
give the language minority students an unfair advantage.
Young et al. (2008) conducted an empirical research on the validity and fairness
of standards-based assessments using testing accommodations for ELs. After
investigating the internal test structure and item-level functioning for 5th and 8th grade
ELs and non-ELs on standards-based assessments in mathematics and science, Young et
al. found little evidence for differential test validity. Small differential item functioning
(DIF) existed between the performances of ELs and non-ELs, with or without
accommodations. Students‟ use of translation glossaries supported the unidimensionality
of mathematics and science test items. Consequently, educators can infer that mean score
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differences between the EL and non-EL groups on standards-based assessments represent
real group differences in content mastery, unless test validity or some other factor may be
a contributing to the difference (Young et al.).
Test Bias in Content Assessments
Differential item functioning (DIF) is the approach used most widely to examine
test bias. DIF examines how individual items function within the context of students‟
total scores. Unfortunately, a students‟ low reading level is such a pervasive problem that
it influences how students respond to all test items, not individual items (Kopriva, 2008).
Another form of test bias is evident in decisions to retain students in grade, to place
students in special education, or to deny students a high school diploma based on the
results of standardized testing when students may not have enough English language
proficiency to perform well (Mahoney, 2008). Traditional psychometric methods of
assessment using intelligence quotients, achievement, and language tests identify deficits
in students‟ performances, not differences, and do not take into account sociolinguistic
and sociocultural factors, such as discourse context and language use and meaning
(Kopriva, 2008). Other areas where academic achievement tests can be invalid for ELs
are norming bias, such as using a small number of ELs in the sample, content bias where
mainstream language, knowledge, and behavior are reflected, and linguistic and cultural
biases affecting test performance (Solórzano, 2008).

Review of Criterion-Related Validity Studies
Theoretically, ELs with high reading scores on an ELP measure are more likely to
receive comparably high reading scores on an academic achievement measure even
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though the tests measure different constructs. Consequently, it is possible to use ELP
assessment data to chart ELs‟ progress on state ELA and math assessments (Francis &
Rivera, 2007). Criterion-related correlation research studies are necessary, if educators
are to use ELP assessments to predict ELs‟ performance on state academic measures
(Abedi, 2008b; Parker et al., 2009). Correlation studies facilitate the development of
prediction tables for each content area showing what an EL at a given ELP level would
score at a specific content achievement level (Rabinowitz, 2008). However, any
evaluation of Title I and Title III assessments and their relationship must also consider
test purpose (Lissitz, 2009).
The criterion-related validity studies reviewed here do not specifically address
why the evidence was gathered, although the majority focus on the predictive power of
the ELP assessment. Using canonical correlation analyses to determine whether ELP
assessments predict students‟ performance on standards-based content assessments,
Abedi (2008b) found that the pre-NCLB Language Assessment Scales (LAS) reading
subscale had medium to high predictive power on ELs‟ reading/English language arts
(ELA) performances in grades three and four. In three other statewide studies, Abedi
found a strong positive relationship (.76) between ELP scores from post-NCLB tests and
reading/ ELA, and writing performances for 3rd and 4th grade ELs (Abedi, 2007).
Parker, Louie, and O‟Dwyer (2009) conducted a large-scale correlation study
using ACCESS for ELLs® as the ELP assessment or predictor variable. These researchers
found that student performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® in grades five and eight
explained 14 – 30% of the variance in state achievement scores in reading, writing, and
mathematics. In other words, ACCESS reading, writing, and speaking scores
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significantly and positively predicted New England Content Area Proficiency (NECAP)
reading scores in 5th and 8th grade, after controlling for student and school characteristics,
such as length of time spent in the ELD programs.
In one school district sample of elementary and middle school ELs in Arizona,
Garcia, Lawton, and Diniz de Figueiredo (2010) examined the relationship between
students‟ performances on the AZELLA, the ELP assessment in Arizona, and on the
state‟s NCLB-mandated standardized achievement test, the AIMS. The strongest
correlation found was between AZELLA and AIMS Reading in grade three, though the
correlation decreased as grade level increased. In grade three the AZELLA predicted
50% of the variance on the AIMS Reading, which shrunk to 11% by 8th grade. The
correlations in math were lower than those for reading. In conclusion, students who
performed well on AZELLA also tended to perform well on AIMS, although this
relationship was found to be slightly stronger for reading than math, and much stronger
for third graders. This study did not control for immigration status or time in ELD
programs. Future research could include these variables in order to clarify the differences
in predictive ability of the ELP assessment on the content-area assessment (Garcia et al.).
Two correlation studies between the ELP and academic achievement tests in
Georgia focused on 9th grade British Literature and 8th grade mathematics. In 2008, the
Georgia Department of Education (Walker, 2008) found a moderate to moderately strong
positive relationship between students‟ scores on the ACCESS for ELLs® and their sameyear scores on the high school ELA test. Consequently, school leaders could use ELP
levels to predict students‟ pass or fail outcomes on high school ELA courses. Based on
this study, the GaDOE proposed that school leaders use students‟ ELP level for course
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placement decisions. The second study, an unpublished dissertation (Mando, 2006) found
that 8th grade students‟ performance on the ACCESS for ELLs® contributed 49% of the
variance on their CRCT mathematics assessment.

Summary and Implications of Literature Review
This study is framed by a critical ELP assessment validation process which
combines modern validity theory and critical theory in order to generate student level
explanations for test score variation by asking critical questions about the purposes,
claims and evidence gathered from criterion-related and differential predictive sources for
Title I and Title III assessments. Even though research in language proficiency continues
to expand our understanding of academic English development in K – 12 school settings
(Boscardin & Aguirre-Munoz, 2006; Gottlieb 2009; Scarcella, 2003a), the relationship
between language proficiency and content area testing is still unclear (Abedi, 2007,
2008b; Francis & Rivera, 2007; Rabinowitz, 2008). This study hypothesized that the ELP
and academic achievement assessments are related measures that define different aspects
of the same complex and dynamic construct: academic English language proficiency.
Therefore, it was expected that a significant relationship exists between the ELP and
content-area measures in Georgia supporting educators‟ inferences and uses of test results
and informing decisions that directly affect ELs‟ language and knowledge learning. This
research is different from the other criterion-related studies in Georgia because it focused
on student level characteristics as the source of variability in the predictive power of the
ELP assessment. Given the high-stakes accountability consequences for invalid
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inferences and uses of test scores in the form of state AMAOs, this research is critical.
Given the paucity of studies of this nature in Georgia, this research is timely.
The research questions and hypotheses will be presented in chapter three, along
with a description of the research design and single district setting for the study, student
demographic data, and data analyses performed in the study. A detailed explanation of
the Title I and Title III assessments utilized in Georgia will also be presented, in
conjunction with a brief discussion of their validity as tests of ELP and academic
achievement. The chapter will conclude with a brief statement about ethical
considerations when using extant assessment data.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

Given that NCLB legislation requires school districts and state educational
agencies to assess ELs‟ progress in English language proficiency (ELP) and content area
knowledge, this study examined whether a relationship exists between English learners‟
performances on the Title I and Title III state-mandated large-scale assessments, the
ACCESS for ELLs® and the CRCT, administered yearly in Georgia, and whether student
performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® contribute differently to the variance in their
performance on the CRCT. Although some states have found a significant link between
students‟ performances on Title I and Title III assessments (Abedi, 2007; Francis &
Rivera, 2007; Parker et al., 2009), only partial validity evidence for the uses and purposes
of ELP assessment data exists in Georgia. Chapter three presents the research questions
that guided the study, the research design, the setting for the study, and the participants.
Next follows a description of the assessment measures used to collect the extant data and
details of the merged data set. After that, the necessary data analysis procedures are
explained. Finally, validity of interpretation, some methodology limitations, and ethical
considerations are addressed.

Research Questions
The purpose of this research study was to provide answers to questions through a
valid and systematic analysis of data. The first question establishes a descriptive
foundation for the study, the second question provides discriminate evidence for student
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subgroups, and the last two critical questions provide criterion-related validity and
differential predictive validity evidence.
Descriptive Level Question
1. What are the demographics (disability status, gender, and time spent in ESOL),
reading scores, literacy scores, overall composite scores, and English proficiency
levels as measure by the ACCESS for ELLs®, and reading and mathematics
CRCT scores for 1st – 5th grade English learners in one semi-rural school district
in Georgia?
Subgroup Differences Question
2. Is there a significant difference in elementary English learners‟ reading scores,
literacy scores, and overall composite scores on the ACCESS for ELLs® and
reading and mathematics CRCT scores at each grade level, among subgroups of
English learners by disability status, gender, and time spent in the English to
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) program?
Criterion-Related Validity Question
3. Holding student characteristics constant, what is the direction and strength of the
relationship between elementary English learners‟ performances on the ACCESS
for ELLs® and on the reading and mathematics CRCT in Georgia?
Differential Predictive Validity Question
4. How do elementary English learners‟ ACCESS for ELLs® scores, disability
status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL individually and collectively
predict students‟ same-year performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT
in Georgia?
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Research Design
The study was conducted by using a non-experimental, ex post facto, quantitative
design with descriptive, partial correlations, and multiple regression analyses. The
research design was: (a) descriptive, since extant data were used to explore possible
associations, (b) ex post facto, because the testing had already occurred and the data had
been collected, and (c) non-experimental, because pre- and post-assessments were not
administered to randomized subgroups who had or had not participated in a treatment
(Wiersma & Jurs, 2009). Quantitative research results are, for the most part, considered
valid and reliable for today‟s high-stakes assessment and accountability demands in
education (Garcia et al., 2010).
Quantitative research is a common design that allows researchers to control
variance, by eliminating or limiting the influence of some variables and explaining the
influence of others (Wiersma & Jurs, 2009). The variables under investigation were not
modified or changed as in an experimental research, nor were cause and effect
relationships detected. When one event follows another, or two factors co-vary, some
researchers may confuse correlation with causation. Despite its limitations for studying
cause and effect, non-experimental research provides important information to guide
educational decision-making (Creighton, 2007).

Research Setting and Student Variables
The study analyzed data from one semi-rural public school system in northwest
Georgia in a county with a population greater than 100,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).
The school district was comprised of 23 Title I schools: 13 elementary, five middle, and
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five high schools, and in 2010 had approximately 13,000 students with the following
demographics: 57% White, 37% Hispanic, 3% Multiracial, 2% Black, and 1% Asian
(GaDOE, 2010d). Sixty-six percent of district students were enrolled in the Federal Free
and Reduced Lunch (FRL) program, 17% were classified limited English proficient
(LEP), 13.2% received services in the ESOL or English to Speakers of Other Languages
program, 10% were in the gifted program, and 8.9% were in special education.
Sample
Participants in this study were identified based on the available district elementary
ELs who took both the 2010 ACCESS for ELLs® and the 2010 CRCT. Table 1 presents a
summary of the total number of available participants per grade level with 2010 CRCT
scores, with 2010 ACCESS for ELLs® scores, and with matched assessment scores.
A greater number of ELs took the CRCT assessment than the ACCESS for ELLs®
perhaps because some ELs left the school district between the test administrations, or
some were exempt from the reading CRCT, having been enrolled in U.S. schools for less
than 12 calendar months (GaDOE, 2010e). Not all students classified LEP are required to
take the ELP assessment, given that the Limited English Proficiency (LEP) designation
includes, for two years, students who have exited the ESOL program.
In order to maintain a 100% Hispanic ethnicity in the sample and to control for
ethnicity, 37 non-Hispanic ELs with matched ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT scores
were eliminated from the final group of participants. Ultimately, the number of final
participants was greater than 100 at each grade level and a little more than 1000 over all,
allowing for suitable quantitative analyses. Although district data did not indicate the
county of origin for the Hispanic sample of students, it did identify Spanish as students‟
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Table 1
Comparison of Available Research Participants
Available English Learners

District
total

Grade level
1

2

3

4

5

With 2010 CRCT scores

336

348

339

249

171

1443

With 2010 ACCESS scores

342

299

226

144

119

1130

With 2010 ACCESS & CRCT
scores

332

296

216

137

115

1096

Final research participants

323

285

209

132

110

1059

Source: District 2010 ACCESS and CRCT Databases
native language. None of the participants spoke a native indigenous language, although
their families may have originated from countries in Central America with native Indian
populations.
Student Variables
As a student-level study, this research addressed four student characteristics
easily available from district-level data: disability status, gender, grade level, and time
spent in ESOL programs. The performance of students with disabilities was identified as
a subgroup for separate examination from the general EL population in order to control
for test accommodation factors (Zenisky, & Sireci, 2007).

Assessment Measures
Data for this study came from ELs participating in large-scale state assessments:
annual assessment scores in English language proficiency and in reading and math. A
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data set was created by merging records from three sources: student overall composite,
reading, and literacy scores from the 2010 ACCESS for ELLs® assessment, student
reading and math scores from the 2010 CRCT assessment, and student demographic data
from the school sites. Data also included demographic information for all students,
provided by the school district.
Measure of English Language Proficiency
The WIDA Consortium, the developers of the Assessing Comprehension and
Content in English State-to-State (ACCESS) for ELLs® assessment, provided the ELP
assessment data. ACCESS for ELLs® is a post-NCLB English language proficiency
assessment developed by the World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA)
consortium of 25 partner states (Bauman et al., 2007; Cech, 2009; Kenyon et al., 2006;
MacGregor et al., 2010). The ACCESS for ELLs® is a highly reliable measure of
students‟ social instructional language, as well as the academic English of reading,
science, social studies and math (Bauman et al.; Wolf, Farnsworth, et al., 2008). Derived
from the WIDA English Language Development Standards (ELDS), the ACCESS for
ELLs® was designed to measure the developing academic English language proficiency
(AELP) of ELs in grades K – 12, and to place students appropriately into the English
language proficiency (ELP) levels described by these same standards (see Figure 3).
States in the WIDA Consortium use test results to monitor the progress of students, make
decisions about exiting students from language support services, and to comply with
federal accountability requirements (MacGregor et al.).
Test design and administration. Founded in the WIDA English language
development standards, the ACCESS for ELLs® is a battery of aligned tests, one for each
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Figure 3. The WIDA English language proficiency continuum. Reprinted from WorldClass Instructional Design & Assessment (WIDA) Consortium, Madison, WI. Copyright
2011 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System. Reprinted with
permission.

language domain in speaking, listening, reading, and writing. ACCESS for ELLs® test
results, as a reflection of the WIDA Standards, represent a continuum of language
development along five language proficiency levels: Level 1 Entering, Level 2
Beginning, Level 3 Developing, Level 4 Expanding, and Level 5 Bridging. A final exit
stage, Level 6 Reaching, depicts students who have progressed across the entire WIDA
ELD continuum. Test forms are grouped into five grade level clusters: kindergarten, 1st –
2nd grade, 3rd – 5th grade, 6th – 8th grade, and 9th – 12th grade. Schools administer one of
three overlapping tiers of test forms to students within each grade level cluster, except
kindergarten, as shown in Figure 4. Tier A is designed for students at the Entering and
Beginning levels. Tier B is for students either at the Beginning, Developing, or Expanding
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Figure 4. Model of ACCESS for ELLs® test tiers in relation to the WIDA English
language proficiency continuum. Reprinted from World-Class Instructional Design &
Assessment Consortium, Madison, WI. Copyright 2011 by the Board of Regents of the
University of Wisconsin System. Reprinted with permission.

level of language proficiency, and Tier C is for students at the Expanding and Bridging
levels. Students are tested in each language domain at each grade level cluster
(MacGregor et al., 2010).
The listening, reading, and writing subtests are administered to groups of students
and are centrally scored. However, the speaking test is administered individually and is
scored by the test administrator. The speaking test is adaptive to students‟ ELP level. Test
administrators must complete an online training course at the WIDA consortium website,
resulting in three certifications: group administration, speaking administration and
kindergarten administration. Students with an Individual Educational Plan (IEP) receive
standard test accommodations as indicated in school documentation. The ACCESS for
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ELLs® is a secure test that is electronically scanned and scored by Metritech, Inc.
(MacGregor et al., 2010). All items in the reading test are selected-response items which
are dichotomously scored. Students answer directly into test booklets which are scanned
into an electronic database.
ACCESS scores. ACCESS for ELLs® test results report students‟ performances in
scale scores and proficiency level scores for each of the four language domains. In
addition, four composite scores are reported: An oral language score, based equally on
students‟ performances in listening and speaking; an overall literacy score, based equally
on performances in reading and writing; a comprehension score, based on weighted
performances in listening (30%) and reading (70%); and an overall composite score,
based on performances in reading (35%), writing (15%), listening (15), and speaking
(15%) (MacGregor et al., 2010). Three ACCESS for ELLs® scores are the scores of
interest for the current investigation: The reading, literacy, and overall composite scale
scores.
Scale scores are simply an interpretation of a student‟s latent ability measure, and
not a record of items answered correctly on a test (MacGregor et al., 2010). Therefore,
the scores reflect differences in difficulty as students within a grade level cluster move
across tiers. For instance, questions in Tier A are designed for students with less language
proficiency than questions in Tier C. Thus, a student who responded correctly to six
questions on the Tier A listening test would receive a lower scale score in listening than a
student who scored six correct test items on the Tier C listening test, even though both
students were in the same grade level cluster. Each language domain has its own vertical
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scale; therefore, a listening scale score of 400 and a speaking scale score of 400 are not
equal.
Students‟ academic English language proficiency level is also reported from the
ACCESS for ELLs® assessment. Language proficiency scores are an interpretation of
scale scores and are based on different cut scores within each language domain and grade
level cluster. Language proficiency scores do not form an interval scale except within
grade level and domain. The ELP levels range from 1.0 – 6.0 along the WIDA English
language proficiency continuum. It is important to note that the overall composite
proficiency level score is the most significant score for educators since it is used to make
decisions about students‟ ELP progress, classify students, and determine whether Annual
Measureable Achievement Objectives (AMAOs) have been met. Schools in Georgia use
the Tier C overall composite proficiency level (CPL) of 5.0 as the first criterion for
classifying 3rd – 12th grade students as English Learner Monitored (EL-M). The second
criterion for student reclassification in Georgia varies by grade level: (a) First and 2nd
grade students must achieve an ACCESS composite literacy Tier C Level 4.7; (b) 3rd – 8th
grade students must meet grade level reading CRCT expectations; and (c) high school
students must pass the Reading/ELA End-of-Course test.
Reliability and validity. In annual technical reports, the WIDA Consortium reports
that items for the ACCESS for ELLs® are field tested every year on more than 600,000
students across consortium states. The 2009 Annual Technical Report for ACCESS for
ELLs® English Language Proficiency demonstrates the reliability of the 2009 ACCESS
test to accurately distinguish students‟ level of ELP (MacGregor, et al., 2010). In 2009,
the reliability of the ACCESS overall composite score was very high across all grade
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level clusters: .976 in kindergarten; .948 for grades one and two; the 3rd – 5th grade
cluster was .927; the 6th – 8th grade cluster was .932; and the 9th – 12th grade cluster was
.935 (MacGregor, et al.). Therefore, the accuracy of decisions about student placement
using ACCESS CPL is very high across grade and proficiency levels. The reading
domain scale scores also have a reliability estimate of .81, higher than the required
minimum of .70 (Bauman et al., 2007). The reliability for the literacy scale score was not
reported.
Any discussion of test validity must consider the purpose of the assessment.
According to the WIDA Consortium, “the overall purpose of the ACCESS for ELLs® is
to assess the developing English language proficiency of English learners in grades K –
12 in the U.S. following the English Language Proficiency Standards for English
Language Learners in Kindergarten through Grade 12 of the multi-state WIDA
Consortium” (MacGregor, et al., 2010, p. 23). In other words, any investigation of the
validity of the ACCESS for ELLs® must also address the language proficiency levels
defined by the ELD standards. The WIDA Consortium has conducted several yearly
studies investigating teachers‟ confidence in the ability of the ACCESS for ELLs® to
appropriately identify students‟ level of ELP. High teacher confidence ratings provide
content related validity evidence for the ACCESS for ELLs® (Bauman et al., 2007;
MacGregor, et al.). WIDA researchers have conducted additional content validity and
correlation research between the ACCESS language domains, demonstrating that the
language domain subtest provide complementary, though not identical, information. For
instance, the Parker et al. (2009) study found that the ACCESS reading score was a
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strongest predictor of reading performance on the New England Common Assessment
Program (NECAP) than the ACCESS listening, speaking, and writing domain scores.
Since 2006, annual validity field tests on the ACCESS for ELLs® provide
evidence of content validity (MacGregor et al., 2010). From its inception, the ACCESS
for ELLs® t has been able to order students hierarchically in terms of ELP and in relation
to students‟ a priori ELP level as established by four commonly used ELP assessments in
WIDA consortium states (Kenyon et al., 2006). Concurrent validity, examining a new
test‟s relationship to other tests that claim to measure a similar construct, was established
in 2006. For the most part, students‟ performances on ACCESS for ELLs® were found to
have moderate to high correlation with similar performances on pre-NCLB language
proficiency tests. However, it is possible that since a very high correlation was not found,
standards-based tests, such as the ACCESS for ELLs® actually assess academic English
differently and are not interchangeable with pre-NCLB language proficiency tests
(Gottlieb & Kenyon, 2006). The WIDA Consortium uses these terms cognitive academic
English proficiency and content-area academic language proficiency interchangeably
although research has not completely defined these two constructs.
Measure of Academic Content Knowledge
The Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE), the developers of the CriterionReferenced Competency Test (CRCT) assessment, provided the content-area assessment
data. The CRCT is one of several state-mandated tests within Georgia‟s student
assessment program. It is administered annually to all 1st – 8th grade students in the
content areas of reading, mathematics, and English language arts. Students in 3rd – 8th

59
grade are also tested in science and social studies (GaDOE, 2010b). Beginning in 2011
and due to budget constraints, the CRCT is not administered to 1st and 2nd grade students.
The CRCT serves Georgia‟s educational institutions four ways: (a) Measuring
student achievement of the state mandated curriculum; (b) identifying students who have
not achieved mastery of content; (c) providing teachers with diagnostic information on
students; and (d) informing schools of students‟ strengths and weaknesses to inform
educational decision-making processes (GaDOE, 2010b). Georgia‟s 2001 Academic
Placement and Promotion Policy mandates that, in order to be promoted to fourth grade,
3rd grade students must achieve grade level performance on the reading CRCT. Similarly,
5th grade students must achieve grade level performance on both the reading and
mathematics CRCT in order to be promoted to 6th grade (GaDOE, 2010c). In addition,
students‟ performances on the CRCT are used for accountability purposes, to evaluate
schools on the basis of the percentage of students meeting Annual Yearly Progress (AYP)
state goals.
Test design and administration. The CRCT is a standards-based criterionreferenced test designed to measure how well students learn the knowledge and skills
outlined in the Georgia Performances Standards (GPS). A criterion-referenced test
measures student performance as compared to established criteria or, in this case,
performance standards. The GPS is a conceptual curriculum requiring teachers and
students to integrate content concepts, knowledge, skills and ability. According to the
GaDOE (2010b), the CRCT meets nationally recognized professional and technical
standards for assessment programs. In 1st and 2nd grade the reading CRCT assesses
vocabulary and comprehension; in 3rd – 8th grade it measures reading skill, vocabulary

60
acquisition, literary comprehension, reading for information, information and media
literacy (GaDOE, 2010c). Georgia certified educators administer the secure CRCT each
spring after receiving a school-based training session.
CRCT scores. The reading and mathematics CRCT scale scores are the scores of
interest for the current investigation. A scale score is a mathematical conversion of a raw
score that provides a uniform scale for interpreting and comparing scores within grade
levels and content areas. Test results are reported as a range of scores within three
performance levels for each content area. The three CRCT performance levels are:
Exceeds the standard (850+), Meets the standard (800 – 849), and Does not meet the
standard (<800) (GaDOE, 2010a). Scale scores from the CRCT generally range from 650
to 900 or above for 1st – 5th grades in all content areas. Students scoring in the 900 range
show exceptional performance (GaDOE, 2010a).
Within the same content area and grade level, CRCT scale scores are equivalent
across test forms allowing educators to infer that students with the same scale score have
demonstrated the same level of performance. However, it is possible that the means,
standard deviations, and standard errors of measurement (SEm) fluctuate between the
various CRCT content area and grade level tests, since the scale scores of each are based
on a different set of standards which may vary in difficulty by content area (GaDOE,
2010a). Consequently, CRCT scale scores are not comparable across grade levels and
content areas; for which reason this study examined grade level and content area data
separately.
Validity. A likely validity concern in this research is the actual validity of the
CRCT assessment for all populations as well as for certain subgroups, such as English
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learners. Validity claims for the CRCT are based on the fact that qualified content
educators and curriculum specialists have written, reviewed, and evaluated each test item
(GaDOE, 2010b). This evaluation addressed overall quality, clarity, content coverage,
alignment to the curriculum, and grade appropriateness of each test item. Thus, the
GaDOE considers the test free from bias toward minority groups. The Georgia Student
Assessment Handbook does not provide quantitative validity or reliability research
evidence for the CRCT. However, it is a common practice for states not to report
reliability and standard error of measurement on test score reports (Durán, 2011).
Testing accommodations and exemptions. The Georgia Department of Education
allows accommodations in the presentation, response, setting, and scheduling of the
CRCT in order to provide equity, not advantage, for students with disabilities and ELs
(GaDOE, 2010b). Accommodations do not change nor dilute the content matter of the
test, neither do they reduce learning expectations; but rather, accommodations modify
how the student takes the test or the way the student responds to it. Both students with
disabilities and ELs are allowed approved accommodations on the CRCT as noted in the
student‟s Individualized Education Plan (IEP) or EL/Testing Participation Committee
(TPC) document (GaDOE, 2010b). Standard accommodations generally specify
modifications in students‟ response, test setting, and time constrains of test scheduling,
which do not affect score interpretation. Nonstandard accommodations, such as reading
the test in English, are considered conditional, and achievement scores are interpreted in
light of the changed presentation format. The current research investigation examined the
performance of students with disabilities separately from the general EL population in
order to control for test accommodation factors (Zenisky, & Sireci, 2007).

62
Concerning the participation of ELs in the CRCT, Georgia‟s State Board of
Education Rule 160-3-1-07 allows students enrolling for the first time in a U.S. school to
receive a one-time deferment from content area assessments, other than mathematics and
science, “if their proficiency in English indicates that testing is not in the best educational
interest of the student” (GaDOE, 2010b, p. 123). However, students must participate in
the mathematics and science content assessments of all state mandated tests, regardless of
time spent in U.S. schools. The first year in a U.S. school is defined as the first calendar
year or 12 months. The reading CRCT deferment requires a documented EL/TPC
meeting (GaDOE, 2010b).The current investigation did not include ELs who have been
in the U.S. less than one calendar year because these students did not take the state
reading assessment.

Data Analysis Procedures
The research design incorporated three levels of analysis: descriptive,
correlational, and predictive. Statistical control was attained through computational
analyses using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software program.
Descriptive statistics and subgroup differences were organized in tables to illustrate
student performance by subgroup at each grade level. After that, partial correlations and
multiple regressions between ACCESS for ELLs® reading, literacy, and overall
composite scores and reading and mathematics CRCT scores were examined by grade
level, while controlling for student characteristics of disability status, gender, and time
spent in ESOL.
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Descriptive Level Analyses
Descriptive statistics included frequency tables, grade level means, and standard
deviations for each set of test scores and each subgroup of students by gender, disability
status, and time spent in ESOL. Additional comparisons were made between ACCESS
for ELLs® scores of students who met and students who did not meet reading CRCT
grade level expectations. The research question and analyses that guided the descriptive
level of the study are shown in Table 2.
Table 2
Descriptive Question and Analyses
Question

Analyses

Q1: What are the demographics (disability status, gender,

Descriptive statistics:

and time spent in ESOL), reading scores, literacy scores,

Frequencies

overall composite scores, and English proficiency levels on
Means and SD by test
®

st

th

the ACCESS for ELLs for 1 – 5 grade ELs in one semiscore and grade level
rural school district in Georgia?

Analyses of Subgroup Differences
Independent t-tests and ANOVA analyses were utilized in the second set of
analyses. The t-test was chosen because it is a parametric test of significance that is
applicable to interval and ratio scale data. It was used to determine whether a statistically
significant difference existed between the means of two independent samples (Creighton,
2007). For instance, an independent t-test was utilized to identify disability status
differences in students‟ test scores at each grade level. Another independent t-test was
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used to examine gender differences in student test scores at each grade level. Finally, an
ANOVA analysis was performed to examine the effect time spent in ESOL programs had
on EL assessment performances. Post hoc examinations indicated the findings of paired
comparisons (Creighton).
The second research question was divided into three sub-questions in order to
address significant differences in ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT test scores for each
subgroup of English learners. Table 3 presents the questions, hypotheses, variables and
analyses specific to the disability, gender, and time spent in ESOL subgroups of English
learners. The independent variables are disability status, gender, and time spent in ESOL.
Students‟ disability status was defined as having an Individualized Education Plan (IEP).
The dependent variables are students‟ outcomes on the ACCESS for ELLs® and on the
reading and mathematics CRCT.
Relationship Level Analysis
Partial correlation analyses were utilized to examine the direction and strength of
the relationship between the ACCESS for ELLs® reading, literacy, and overall composite
scale scores and the reading and mathematics CRCT scale scores at each grade level,
holding student characteristics constant. The research questions, hypotheses, independent
and dependent variables, and analyses that guided the correlation section of the study are
shown in Table 4. The dependent variables are the reading and mathematics CRCT
scores. The independent variables are the ACCESS for ELLs® reading, literacy, and
overall composite scores. A significant positive correlation was hypothesized to exist
between students‟ performances on both assessments, considering that as students‟
ELP improves their academic achievement should improve as well.
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Table 3
English Learner Subgroup Questions, Hypotheses, Variables, and Analyses
Question

Hypothesis

Independent
variable
Disability
(IEP) status

Dependent
variable
ACCESS
for ELLs®
reading
literacy, and
overall
composite
scale scores;
Reading and
mathematics
CRCT scale
scores

Q2.1. Is there a significant
difference in elementary
English learners‟ reading
scores, literacy scores, and
overall composite scores on
the ACCESS for ELLs® and
reading and mathematics
CRCT scores at each grade
level, among students with
an Individual Education Plan
(IEP) and students without
an IEP at each grade level?

H2.1. Yes, a
significant
difference of means
will be found in test
scores; ELs without
an IEP will have
higher ACCESS
and CRCT scores at
each grade level.

Q2.2: Is there a significant
difference in elementary
male and female English
learners‟ reading scores,
literacy scores, and overall
composite scores on the
ACCESS for ELLs® and
reading and mathematics
CRCT scores at each grade
level?

H2.2. Yes, a
significant
difference of means
will be found in test
scores; male ELs
will have lower
ACCESS and
CRCT scores than
female ELs at each
grade level.

Gender

H2.3. Yes, a
significant
difference of means
will be found in test
scores among EL
subgroups. As
students spend more
time in ESOL, they
will score
significantly higher
on the ACCESS
and CRCT.

Number of
years in
ESOL
program

ACCESS
for ELLs®
reading
literacy, and
overall
composite
scale scores;
Reading and
mathematics
CRCT scale
scores
ACCESS
for ELLs®
reading
literacy, and
overall
composite
scale scores;
Reading and
mathematics
CRCT scale
scores

Q2.3. Is there a significant
difference in English
learners‟ reading scores,
literacy scores, and overall
composite scores on the
ACCESS for ELLs® and
reading and mathematics
CRCT scores among
students who have had 1year, 2-years, 3-years, 4years, and 5-6 years of
ESOL?

Analysis
Independent
t-tests by
grade level

Independent
t-tests by
grade level

Independent
t-tests by
grade level
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Table 4
Relationship Question, Hypothesis, Variables, and Analyses
Question
Hypothesis
Independent
variable
Q3: Holding student
H3: Students‟
ACCESS for

Dependent
variable
Reading and

Analysis
Partial

characteristics constant,

reading, literacy and

ELLs®

mathematics correlation

what is the direction and

overall composite

reading,

CRCT scale

analyses

strength of the relationship

scores on the

literacy, and

scores

by grade

between elementary English

ACCESS for ELLs®

overall

learners‟ performances on

will be significantly

composite,

the ACCESS for ELLs® and

related to their

scale scores

their same-year

reading and

performances on the reading

mathematics CRCT

and mathematics CRCT in

scores, in a positive

Georgia?

direction.

level

Predictive Level Analysis
Multiple regression analyses were used to investigate the possible differential predictive
validity or the consistency of the predictive utility of ACCESS scores combined with studentlevel variables of disability status, gender, grade level, and time in ESOL. These analyses
examined how students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® uniquely contribute to the
variance in the CRCT scores and whether inherent student characteristics affect the predictive
power of the ACCESS for ELLs®. ACCESS scores and student characteristics are the
independent variables; reading and mathematics CRCT scores are the dependent variables.
Table 5 shows the research question, hypothesis, independent and dependent variables and
analyses that guided the predictive level of the study.
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Table 5
Predictive Question, Hypothesis, Variables, and Analyses
Question
Hypothesis
Independent
variable
Q4.1. How do
H4.1. Students‟
ACCESS for
elementary English
ACCESS scores and ELLs® reading,
learners‟ ACCESS for
student
literacy, and
®
ELLs scores,
characteristics will
overall
disability status,
collectively account
composite scale
gender, grade level, and for more variance on scores,
time spent in ESOL
the reading CRCT
disability status,
collectively predict
than on the
gender, grade
students‟ performances mathematics CRCT
level, and
on the reading and
assessment.
number of years
mathematics CRCT in
spent in ESOL
Georgia?
Q4.2. How do
elementary English
learners‟ ACCESS for
ELLs® scores,
disability status,
gender, grade level, and
time spent in ESOL
individually predict
students‟ performances
on the reading and
mathematics CRCT in
Georgia?

H4.2. Students‟
ACCESS scores will
individually account
for more variance on
the reading and
mathematics CRCT
than each student
characteristic does.

ACCESS for
ELLs® reading,
literacy, and
overall
composite scale
scores,
disability status,
gender, grade
level, and
number of years
spent in ESOL

Dependent
variable
Reading and
mathematics
CRCT scale
scores

Reading and
mathematics
CRCT scale
scores

Analysis
Multiple
regressions
by grade
level

Simple
linear
regressions
by grade
level

Ethical Considerations
As appropriate for secondary data analysis, students‟ names did not appear on any dataset
utilized in this research. Participants were matched according to students‟ Georgia Testing
Identifier (GTID), a distinctive number assigned to each student in the state for the purpose of
linking performances on various tests (GaDOE, 2010b). After the matching process, participants
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were assigned a participation number, and the GTID numbers were destroyed in order to
maintain the anonymous nature of the data. Other than test scores, the only identifying variables
were disability status, gender, grade level, and time spend in ESOL. In accordance with
university and research standards, an Institutional Review Board (IRB) exemption form was
submitted; IRB exemption was granted.
Summary
This study conducted quantitative secondary data analysis on a convenience sample of
1059 native Spanish-speaking elementary ELs in one semi-rural school district in Georgia. The
first question was descriptive in nature, followed by a question evaluating subgroup
performances on both English language proficiency and academic achievement assessments.
After that, a relationship and a predictive question were framed with the purpose of gathering
criterion-related and differential predictive validity for the ELP assessment. These last two
questions seek to examine the extent to which students‟ performance on the ELP assessment are
related to their same-year performances on the academic achievement measure, and to examine
the sensitivity of the ELP assessment to predict students‟ performances on the academic
achievement assessment for each student subgroup. It was hypothesized that differences would
exist in test performances of disability, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL subgroups of
students. Descriptive statistics, independent t-tests, ANOVA analyses, partial correlations, and
multiple regressions were utilized. For the purposes of this study, WIDA Consortium and statelevel information point to the validity and reliable of the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT
assessments as dependable measures from which to analyze data. Chapter four will present a
detailed description of the findings, followed by a discussion of the findings, conclusions and
implications in chapter five.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS

This study examined the relationship between English learners‟ (ELs) performances on
the Title I and Title III assessments mandated in Georgia: the academic English language
proficiency (ELP) assessment called the ACCESS for ELLs® and the academic achievement
assessment called the Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT). In addition, the purpose
of this study was to determine whether the predictive power of students‟ performances on the
ACCESS for ELLs® is consistent across student subgroups. In chapter four, the findings from
various quantitative analyses conducted on the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)
software program are presented as they relate to research questions aimed at gathering criterionrelated and differential predictive evidence to support fair decision-making processes for ELs in
Georgia schools today.

Group Descriptives
A semi-rural school district in Georgia provided the extant data from 1059 elementary
English learners (ELs) in grades one through five who took both the ACCESS for ELLs® and the
CRCT in spring 2010. The frequencies and distribution of students‟ individual characteristics,
ACCESS for ELLs® overall composite, reading, and literacy scores, English language
proficiency (ELP) levels, and academic achievement in reading and mathematics from the CRCT
assessment are presented in the first section responding to the descriptive level research question.
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Question 1.1
What are the demographics (disability status, gender, and time spent in ESOL) for
1st – 5th grade ELs in one semi-rural school district in Georgia? The number of students
with and without disabilities, along with the number of male and female students in the
sample (N = 1059) is shown in Table 6. The majority of ELs in the sample group (94%)
were not classified as having disabilities. In fact, the percentage of students with
disabilities is similar to the percentage in the entire school district population (9%). In
addition, this group was fairly evenly divided across gender lines, having only a few
more male English learners (54%) than female ELs (46%).
Table 6
Demographic Frequencies of EL Group
Student-level characteristics

n

Percent

Yes

67

6.3

No

992

93.7

Male

576

54.4

Female

483

45.6

Disability status

Gender

Table 7 shows that the majority of the ELs in the sample group (N = 1059) were
in the lower elementary grades (77%), and most had received ESOL services for three or
less years (73%), with an average of 2.68 years (M = 2.68 years, SD = 1.42). At each
grade level, most of the ELs had been in ESOL for the same number of years as their
grade level indicated. However, in grade five, approximately one-fourth had spent six

71
years in the ESOL program, indicating that some 5th grade ELs may have been retained in
grade.
Table 7
Distribution of ELs by Number of Years in ESOL per Grade level
Number of years in ESOL
Grade

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

n

Percent

1

230

93

-

-

-

-

-

323

30.5

2

4

225

56

-

-

-

-

285

26.9

3

4

1

144

57

3

-

-

209

19.7

4

1

3

2

81

40

4

1

132

12.5

5

3

1

1

11

63

30

1

110

10.4

Total

242

323

203

149

106

34

2

1059

100

Percent

22.9

30.5

19.2

14.1

10.0

3.2

0.2

100

-

Question 1.2
What are the reading scores, literacy scores, overall composite scores, and
English proficiency levels on the ACCESS for ELLs® for 1st – 5th grade ELs in one semirural school district in Georgia? ACCESS for ELLs® tests results report student‟s
performances in scale scores and proficiency levels for each of the four language
domains: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. In addition, four composite scores are
reported (MacGregor et al., 2010): (a) An oral language score, based equally on students‟
performances in listening and speaking; (b) a composite literacy score, based equally on
performances in reading and writing; (c) a comprehension score, based on weighted
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performances in listening (30%) and reading (70%); and (d) an overall composite score,
based on weighted performances in reading (35%), writing (15%), listening (15), and
speaking (15%). The ACCESS scores of interest for the current study were the reading,
literacy, and overall composite scale scores.
Through a process of equating and scaling, ACCESS for ELLs® raw scores are
converted to standard scale scores. The scale score allows test results to have the same
meaning across all test forms and grade level clusters within each language domain. The
vertically equated standard scale measures a students‟ ELP progress across grade levels
and test tiers within language domains. In addition, test scores are horizontally equated
across tiers within each grade level cluster. Scale scores range in intervals from 100 to
600 and are continuous from grades K – 12 (MacGregor et al., 2010).
Table 8 shows that this sample of ELs (N = 1059) averaged similar ACCESS
reading scores (M = 325.52, SD = 26.74), literacy scores (M = 315.46, SD = 28.87), and
composite scale scores (M = 325.49, SD = 26.77). English learners in 1st grade (n = 323)
had the lowest ACCESS composite scores (M = 299.20, SD = 21.51), while ELs in 5th
grade (n = 110) had the highest (M = 356.05, SD = 15.72). In fact, all three ACCESS
score means tended to increase as grade level increased.
Developed by the WIDA consortium, the ACCESS for ELLs® assessment
measures a student‟s level of English language proficiency (ELP) on a 1.0 – 6.0 scale.
The six language proficiency levels represent a continuum of language development:
Level 1 – Entering, Level 2 – Beginning, Level 3 – Developing, Level 4 – Expanding,
and Level 5 – Bridging. A final exit stage, Level 6 – Reaching, depicts students who have
progressed across the entire WIDA ELP continuum. ACCESS tests results report
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Table 8
ACCESS for ELLs® Mean Scale Scores and SD per Grade level
ACCESS reading

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite

Grade

n

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

1

323

291.14

24.44

286.09

19.72

299.20

21.51

2

285

319.76

21.44

310.52

16.50

323.88

16.49

3

209

332.41

14.34

334.18

13.14

339.40

14.41

4

132

341.74

17.86

342.05

14.48

346.48

15.10

5

110

349.80

18.76

350.80

13.44

356.05

15.72

Overall

1059

325.52

26.74

315.46

28.87

325.49

26.77

student‟s performances in proficiency levels for each of the four language domains:
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. In addition, an overall composite proficiency
level (CPL) is reported based on weighted performances in reading (35%), writing (15%),
listening (15), and speaking (15%). Language proficiency levels are an interpretation of
scale scores and form an interval scale within each language domain and grade level
cluster based on different cut scores (MacGregor et al., 2010).
Thirty-five of the ELs in this study did not have a valid CPL score due to missing
domain results and were, therefore, not included in the tabulation resulting in a smaller
sample group of ELs with valid ACCESS overall composite scores (N = 1024) than the
sample with valid CRCT scores (N = 1059). Descriptive statistics show that half of the
students in 1st grade (n = 314) were proficient in English at the Developing level 3.0 –
3.9. In 2nd grade, 42% of the ELs (n = 281) were proficient in English at the Expanding
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4.0 – 4.9 level. However, the ELP of students in 3rd – 5th grades were more evenly
distributed across three proficiency levels, 3.0 to 5.0 as shown in Table 9. Seventy-two
percent of all ELs in this group were proficient in English between levels 3.0 to 4.9.
Surprisingly, 4% of 1st grade ELs actually reached the highest proficiency level of 6.0.
Table 9
Grade Level Distribution of ELs by Composite English Language Proficiency Level
Composite English language proficiency level
Grade

n

1.0 – 1.9

2.0 – 2.9

3.0 – 3.9

4.0 – 4.9

5.0 – 5.9

6.0

1

314

6

24

163

77

30

14

2

281

0

5

85

119

64

8

3

187

0

1

42

77

66

1

4

132

0

2

41

59

29

1

5

110

0

3

31

49

26

1

Total

N = 1024

6

35

362

381

215

25

1

3

35

37

22

2

Percent

Question 1.3
What are students’ reading and mathematics CRCT scores at each grade for 1st –
5th grade ELs in one semi-rural school district in Georgia? Table 10 shows the overall
reading (M = 820.04, SD = 23.17) and mathematics (M = 815.70, SD = 28.69) CRCT
mean scores for the EL sample (N = 1059), as well as the reading and mathematics mean
score for each subgroup of ELs by grade level. On the average, these ELs had met grade
level expectations of 800 on the CRCT. However, students‟ academic achievement scores
show a grade level change pattern contrary to the grade level change in English language
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proficiency levels. For instance, ELs in 1st and 2nd grade had higher CRCT mean scores
than students in 3rd – 5th grade. In fact, the average mathematics CRCT score for ELs in
4th and 5th grade was below grade level expectations. This indicates that as English
learners‟ average English language proficiency levels increase, students‟ academic
content area achievement does not necessarily follow.
Table 10
Reading and Mathematics CRCT Means and SD per Grade level
Reading CRCT
Mathematics CRCT
Grade

n

M

SD

M

SD

1

323

826.16

23.26

829.01

29.84

2

285

823.53

24.40

819.29

18.06

3

209

816.86

20.48

810.37

29.32

4

132

808.77

19.67

799.78

28.35

5

110

806.72

14.67

796.25

24.56

Overall

N = 1059

820.04

23.17

815.70

28.69

How many elementary English learners met and did not meet grade level
standards? Table 11 presents the distribution of students who met and did not meet grade
level expectations. Overall, most of the ELs in this sample (N = 1059) met grade level
expectations in reading (85%) and mathematics (75%). Most of the ELs meeting grade
level expectations were in 1st and 2nd grade; 52% met reading expectations and 50% met
mathematics‟ expectations. In contrast, the percentage of ELs who did not meet reading
grade level expectations stayed the same at each grade level.
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Table 11
Percentages of ELs who Met and did not Meet Grade level Expectations on the Reading
and Mathematics CRCT
Grade level
1

2

3

4

5

Total

Met reading CRCT

28

24

17

9

7

85

Did not meet reading CRCT

3

3

3

3

3

15

Met math CRCT

26.0

24.0

13.0

6.5

5.5

75

Did not meet math CRCT

4.0

3.0

6.5

6.0

5.5

25

Summary of Group Descriptives
The first question provides the descriptive foundation for the study. The results of
the descriptive statistics highlight a sample group of ELs that is evenly matched by
gender, is similar to the larger student population by disability status, and who average
the same number of years in ESOL as grade level indicates. In general, this group reflects
English language proficiency increases that follow grade level or developmental growth
patterns expected of all ELs, as well as of all students, regardless of EL status. However,
although most of the ELs in this group had met grade level expectations, students‟
average academic achievement, both in reading and in mathematics, does not follow the
grade level change pattern of students‟ English language proficiency. Even so, it was
anticipated that test score data and analyses from this sample would generate findings
that could be generalized to similar groups of elementary Hispanic ELs. The next section
presents the results of data analyses examining significant differences between students‟
assessment performances across subgroups by disability status, gender, grade level and
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time spent in ESOL. A significant difference between student subgroup performances
would substantiate the importance of holding these variables constant during subsequent
correlation and regression analyses.

Subgroup Differences
Question 2
Is there a significant difference in students’ performances on the ACCESS for
ELLs® and reading and mathematics CRCT at each grade level, among subgroups of
English learners by disability, gender, and time spent in ESOL? A series of independentsamples t-tests were performed for each assessment by grade level to examine significant
differences between mean scores of two student subgroups by disability status and by
gender. A series of one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) tests were performed for
each assessment by grade level to examine significant differences between mean scores
and proficiency levels of six English learner subgroups by time spent in ESOL. The
results of these analyses are presented for each student subgroup per grade level in
relation to each assessment. By examining subgroup differences at each grade level, the
grade level variable was held constant and grade level differences in both assessments
were controlled.
Disability Subgroup Differences
A series of independent-samples t-tests were performed comparing the ACCESS
reading, literacy, and composite means with the reading and mathematics CRCT means
of ELs identified as having disabilities (n = 67) to the same assessment mean of ELs
identified as not having disabilities (n = 992) at all grade levels. Table 12 shows that the
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means of these two subgroups were significantly different on each assessment, in favor of
ELs without disabilities. When analyzed collectively, elementary ELs without disabilities
have significantly higher ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT mean scores, than elementary
ELs with disabilities.
Table 12
Disability Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
1st – 5th Grade ELs
t-test for equality of means
Disability
Assessment
M
SD
t
df
status
no
320.05
29.28
ACCESS reading
2.86**
1057
yes
309.52
27.60
no

316.10

28.83

yes

306.21

28.13

no

326.30

26.51

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite
yes

314.33

27.66

no

821.62

22.67

Reading CRCT
yes

796.58

17.12

no

817.65

27.63

Math CRCT
yes

785.33

2.72**

1035

3.56***

1022

8.87***

1057

9.07***

1054

27.76

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Subsequently, a series of independent-samples t-tests were performed at each
grade level comparing the mean scores of ELs identified as having disabilities to the
mean scores of ELs identified as not having disabilities for each assessment. Table 13
shows a significant difference between the means of these two subgroups in 1st grade for
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each assessment, in favor of ELs without disabilities. Hence, English learners in 1st grade
without disabilities (n = 308) had significantly higher ACCESS for ELLs® reading,
literacy, and composite mean scores and reading and mathematics CRCT mean scores
than 1st grade ELs with disabilities (n = 15).
Table 13
Disability Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
1st Grade ELs
t-test for equality of means
Disability
Assessment
M
SD
t
df
status
no
291.89
24.43
ACCESS reading
2.51*
321
yes
275.80
19.54
no

286.84

19.54

yes

270.73

17.29

no

300.08

21.04

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite
yes

281.67

23.93

no

829.69

22.49

Reading CRCT
yes

796.73

15.82

no

830.68

28.80

Math CRCT
yes

792.36

3.13**

321

3.29**

312

5.61***

321

4.86***

320

29.72

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Similarly, Table 14 shows that the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT mean scores
and sub-scores for the disability subgroup in 2nd grade were significantly different at the
.05 or less level, in favor of ELs without disabilities. This confirms that English learners
in 2nd grade without disabilities (n = 274) scored significantly higher ACCESS reading,
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literacy, and composite mean scores, and reading and mathematics CRCT mean scores,
than 2nd grade ELs with disabilities (n = 11).
Table 14
Disability Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
2nd Grade ELs
t-test for equality of means
Disability
Assessment
M
SD
t
df
status
no
320.85
20.78
ACCESS reading
4.42***
283
yes
292.64
20.60
no

311.52

15.77

yes

285.55

15.17

no

324.93

15.69

yes

298.18

15.41

no

824.70

23.88

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite

Reading CRCT
yes

794.27

19.05

no

820.25

17.58

Math CRCT
yes

795.45

5.36***

283

5.55***

279

4.17***

283

4.62***

283

13.03

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
In contrast to students‟ performances in 1st and 2nd grade, Table 15 shows that on
the reading CRCT assessment a significant difference was not found between the mean
score of 3rd grade ELs without disabilities (M = 808.23, SD = 13.77) and the mean score
of 3rd grade ELs with disabilities (M = 817.43, SD = 20.74). This signifies that the
reading CRCT scores of 3rd grade ELs with and without disabilities are somewhat similar.
However, the mean scores for 3rd grade ELs without disabilities (n = 196) were
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significantly different from the mean scores of 3rd grade ELs with disabilities (n = 13) on
all three ACCESS for ELLs® assessment scores and on the mathematics CRCT, in favor
of ELs without disabilities. Thus, English learners in 3rd grade without disabilities had
significantly higher ACCESS for ELLs® reading, literacy, and composite mean scores,
and mathematics CRCT mean scores, than 3rd grade ELs with disabilities.
Table 15
Disability Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
3rd Grade ELs
t-test for equality of means
Disability
Assessment
M
SD
t
df
status
no
333.42
14.00
ACCESS reading
4.09***
207
yes
317.23
10.80
no

335.65

12.14

ACCESS literacy
yes

314.46

9.88

no

340.90

13.39

ACCESS composite
yes

319.38

12.80

no

817.43

20.74

Reading CRCT
yes

808.23

13.77

no

811.48

28.82

yes

793.62

32.91

Math CRCT

6.14***

185

5.60***

185

1.57

207

2.15*

207

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Table 16 shows that the mean scores of 4th grade ELs without disabilities (n =
116) on each assessment were significantly different from the mean scores of 4th grade
ELs with disabilities (n = 16) on the same assessment, in favor of students without
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disabilities. These results mirror the differences found between the 1st – 3rd grade
disability subgroups, with the exception of the 3rd grade reading CRCT assessment.
Table 16
Disability Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
4th Grade ELs
t-test for equality of means
Disability
Assessment
M
SD
t
df
status
no
343.52
17.74
ACCESS reading
3.18**
130
yes
328.88
13.08
no

344.47

13.21

yes

324.50

10.97

no

348.51

14.50

yes

331.81

10.89

no

811.53

18.24

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite

Reading CRCT
yes

788.81

18.51

no

803.80

26.67

Math CRCT
yes

770.63

5.77***

130

4.43***

130

4.66***

130

4.73***

130

23.17

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Table 17 shows the assessment mean differences between the disability subgroups
of ELs in 5th grade. The mean scores for 5th grade ELs without disabilities (n = 98) on
each assessment are significantly different from the mean scores for 5th grade ELs with
disabilities (n = 12) on the same assessment, in favor of students without disabilities. In
other words, English learners in 5th grade without disabilities had significantly higher
ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT mean scores than 5th grade ELs with disabilities. These
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results reflect the differences found between the disability subgroups in 1st – 4th grade,
with the exception of 3rd grade ELs‟ performances on the reading CRCT assessment.
Table 17
Disability Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
5th Grade ELs
t-test for equality of means
Disability
Assessment
M
SD
t
df
status
no
351.86
17.99
ACCESS reading
3.45**
108
yes
333.00
16.94
no

352.59

12.29

yes

336.17

14.06

no

357.87

14.48

yes

341.17

18.19

no

808.00

14.34

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite

Reading CRCT
yes

796.25

13.54

no

798.20

23.39

Math CRCT
yes

777.10

4.30***

108

3.67***

108

2.69**

108

2.67**

106

28.80

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Summary of Disability Subgroup Differences
The findings confirm significant differences between students‟ performances on
the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT for ELs with disabilities and ELs without disabilities
at all grade levels and on all assessments, with the exception of 3rd grade ELs on the
reading CRCT. The implications of these findings and the factors that negatively affect
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the power of these findings, score skewness, unequal variances within the disability
subgroup, and outliers will be discussed in chapter five.
Gender Subgroup Differences
A series of independent-samples t-tests were calculated comparing the mean
ACCESS for ELLs® reading, literacy, and composite scores, and mean reading and
mathematics CRCT scores of male ELs to the same assessment mean scores of female
ELs collectively in grades one through five. The results in Table 18 indicate that
elementary male and female ELs‟ ACCESS reading, literacy, and composite score means,
and mathematics CRCT score means were not statistically different from each other at
the specified .05 significance level. This means that when grade level is not held
constant, elementary male and female ELs‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and
mathematics CRCT are somewhat similar. With respect to English learners‟ reading
CRCT performances, a statistically significant difference [t (1057) = -3.181, p < .05] was
found between male (n = 576) and female (n = 483), in favor the female students. Female
ELs (M = 822.50, SD = 23.18) had slightly higher reading scores than males ELs (M =
817.97, SD = 22.97) on the reading CRCT. The standard deviations of the male and
female samples are somewhat similar, decreasing the likelihood of drawing incorrect
conclusions based on these findings.
Subsequently, a series of independent-samples t-tests were performed at each
grade level comparing the assessment mean scores of male ELs to the same assessment
mean scores of female ELs. Table 19 shows that when grade level is held constant, a
significant difference exists in the gender subgroups between the ACCESS‟ composite
scores of 1st grade ELs [t (312) = -2.39, p < .05], in favor of females. Specifically,
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Table 18
Gender Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
ELs in 1st – 5th Grade
t-test for equality of means
Assessment
Gender
M
SD
t
df
male
319.80
30.14
ACCESS reading
.50
1057
female
318.89
28.23
male

315.10

29.06

female

315.90

28.67

male

325.25

27.24

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite
female

325.83

26.14

male

817.97

22.97

Reading CRCT
female

822.50

23.18

male

816.08

29.87

female

815.24

27.23

Math CRCT

-.45

1035

-.35

1022

-3.18**

1057

.48

1054

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
female ELs in 1st grade scored 2.39 points higher on the ACCESS composite assessment
than male ELs in 1st grade. In contrast, the mean ACCESS reading and literacy scores for
female ELs in 1st grade (n = 158) was not significantly different from the same
assessment mean scores for male ELs in 1st grade (n = 165). As a result, male and female
English learners‟ ACCESS for ELLs® reading and literacy performances are fairly
similar.
By comparison, it was found that the ACCESS for ELLs® reading, literacy, and
composite mean scores, as well as the reading and mathematics CRCT mean scores for
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Table 19
Gender Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
ELs in 1st Grade
t-test for equality of means
Assessment
Gender
M
SD
t
df
male
289.41
26.32
ACCESS reading
-1.30
321
female
292.95
22.24
male

284.03

19.96

female

288.24

19.28

male

296.37

21.73

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite
female

302.14

20.95

male

826.64

23.63

Reading CRCT
female

829.75

22.84

male

829.58

31.93

female

828.42

27.59

Math CRCT

-1.48

283

-2.39*

312

-1.20

321

.35

320

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
male (n = 152) and female (n = 133) ELs in 2nd grade were not statistically different at
the significance level of .05 or less. In the same way, t-test results showed that ACCESS
for ELLs® reading, literacy, and composite mean scores, as well as the reading and
mathematics CRCT mean scores for male (n = 116) and female ELs (n = 93) in 3rd grade
were not statistically different at the significance level of.05 or less. These results
indicate that 2nd and 3rd grade ELs perform similarly on the ACCESS for ELLs® and
CRCT assessments.
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In addition, the analyses of grade four data showed that the ACCESS for ELLs®
reading, literacy, and composite mean scores, as well as the reading and mathematics
CRCT mean scores for male (n = 78) and female (n = 54) ELs were not statistically
different at the significance level of.05 or less, similar to the 2nd and 3rd grade gender
subgroup results. It can be concluded that 4th grade EL girls and boys perform similarly
on both assessments.
In contrast, Table 20 shows that the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT mean scores
for male (n = 65) and female ELs (n = 45) in 5th grade were statistically different at the
significance level of .01 on two sets of scores: the ACCESS literacy [t (108) = -3.69, p <
.01] and the reading CRCT [t (108) = -3.07, p < .05], in favor of female ELs. On the
average, 5th grade female ELs scored around three points higher on the ACCESS literacy
and reading CRCT than 5th grade male ELs. On the other hand, male and female ELs in
5th grade averaged statistically similar scores on the ACCESS reading, the ACCESS
composite, and the mathematics CRCT.
Summary of Gender Subgroup Differences
When grade level was held constant, female ELs only performed significantly
better than male ELs on specific assessments at two grade levels. Gender made a
difference in 1st grade ELs‟ ACCESS for ELLs® composite scores and in 5th grade ELs‟
ACCESS literacy and reading CRCT scores, in favor of girls. On all other assessments
and at all other grade levels, female and male ELs demonstrated similar English language
proficiency and academic achievement performances. However, when grade level was
not controlled, gender only made a difference in English learners‟ reading CRCT
performances, in favor of female ELs.
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Table 20
Gender Subgroup Differences between ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Mean Scores for
ELs in 5th Grade
t-test for equality of means
Assessment
Gender
M
SD
t
df
male
347.12 17.72
ACCESS reading
-1.82
108
female
353.67 19.73
male

347.08

12.51

female

356.18

13.04

male

353.71

14.96

ACCESS literacy

ACCESS composite
female

359.42

16.34

male

803.28

15.15

Reading CRCT
female

811.69

12.50

male

796.59

25.97

female

795.78

22.73

-3.69***

108

-1.90

108

-3.07**

108

.17

106

Math CRCT

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Subgroup Differences by Time Spent in ESOL
A series of one-way ANOVA tests were computed comparing the ACCESS for
ELLs® reading, literacy, and composite mean scores, and the reading and mathematics
CRCT mean scores for 1st – 5th grade English learners who had spent from one to seven
years in the ESOL program (see Table 21). A significant difference was found in
assessment mean scores among all EL subgroups. These results point to time spent in
ESOL as a variable that makes a difference in elementary ELs‟ English language
proficiency and academic achievement assessment performances.
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Table 21
Summary of ANOVA for ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT Performances between
Subgroups of ELs by Time Spent in ESOL
Sum of squares
df
Mean square
F
ACCESS reading
Between groups
338915.02
6
56485.84
104.67**
Within groups

567696.47

1052

Total

906611.49

1058

539.64

ACCESS literacy
6
76108.43

Between groups

456650.57

Within groups

406981.17

1030

Total

863631.75

1036

192.62**

395.13

ACCESS composite
Between groups
Within groups
Total

312578.55

6

52096.43

4186153.20

1017

411.62

731193.75

1023

126.57**

Reading CRCT
Between groups

68819.21

6

11469.87

Within groups

498972.20

1052

474.31

Total

537791.41

1058

24.18**

Mathematics CRCT
Between groups

165668.34

6

27611.39

Within groups

702395.48

1049

669.59

Total

868063.81

1055

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001

41.24**
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A series of Tukey‟s HSD analyses were used to determine the nature of the mean
score differences in the assessment performances of EL subgroups by time spent in
ESOL. Table 22 shows students‟ ACCESS reading score differences. The 1-year (M =
295.39), 2-year E (M = 310.40), and 3-year ESOL (M = 329.74) subgroups scored
significantly lower ACCESS for ELLs® reading scores than the 4-year (M = 340.00),
5-year (M = 344.79), and 6-year ESOL (M = 343.47) subgroups. However, there was no
significant difference in ACCESS reading scores among the 4-year, 5-year, and 6-year
ESOL subgroups. This indicates that spending additional time in ESOL, after three years,
does not make a significant difference in ELs‟ ACCESS reading scores.
Table 22
Tukey’s HSD Comparison of ACCESS Reading Mean Score Differences for Student
Subgroups by Time Spent in ESOL
Years in ESOL (I)
Years in ESOL (J)
Mean difference (I – J)
1

2

3

*p < .05
**p < .01

2

-15.01**

3

-34.35**

4

-44.61**

5

-49.40**

6

-48.08**

3

-19.34**

4

-29.60**

5

-34.39**

6

-33.07**

4

-10.26*

5

-15.05**

6

-13.73*
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Due to unequal subgroup sizes, type I error levels are not guaranteed. Using
subgroup harmonic means resulted in differences that did not meet the required p < .05
level of significance. The 7-year ESOL subgroup had only two members, making those
results statistically unacceptable. Therefore, they are not reported in these findings. The
6-year ESOL subgroup was small (n = 34), though greater than 30. The 1-year (n = 242),
2-year (n = 323), and 3-year ESOL (n = 203) subgroups were large and somewhat equal
in size, though this was not the case for the 4-year ESOL (n = 249) and 5-year ESOL
subgroups (n = 106). Consequently, the inequality of the subgroup sizes may have
contributed to the lack of statistical significance between the 4-year, 5-year, and 6- year
ESOL subgroup means.
Tukey‟s HSD was used a second time to determine the nature of the differences in
students‟ ACCESS literacy scores. This analysis, as shown in Table 23, revealed that the
1-year (M = 289.67), 2-year (M = 303.05), and 3-year ESOL (M = 328.61) subgroups
performed statistically significant lower on the ACCESS literacy assessment than the 4year (M = 339.83), 5-year (M = 345.92), and 6-year ESOL (M = 345.62) subgroups.
Similar to the ACCESS reading score findings, no significant difference was found in
students‟ ACCESS literacy scores among ELs who had spent from four to six years in
ESOL. This suggests that additional time spent in ESOL, after three years, does not make
a statistical difference in students‟ ACCESS literacy scores. Again, unequal subgroup
sizes may have contributed to the lack of statistical significance between the subgroup
means.
Tukey‟s HSD was used a third time to determine the nature of the ACCESS for
ELLs® composite score differences among the EL subgroups by time spent in ESOL.
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Table 23
Tukey’s HSD Comparison of ACCESS Literacy Score Differences for Student Subgroups
by Time Spent in ESOL
Years in ESOL (I)
Years in ESOL (J)
Mean difference (I – J)
1

2

3

2

-13.38**

3

-38.94**

4

-50.16**

5

-56.26**

6

-55.95**

3

-25.56**

4

-36.78**

5

-42.88**

6

-42.57**

4

-11.22**

5

-17.31**

6

-17.01**

*p < .05
**p < .01
Table 24 shows that the 1-year (M = 302.79), 2-year (M = 316.16), and 3-year ESOL (M
= 336.12) subgroups had significantly lower ACCESS composite scores than the 4-year
(M = 344.80), 5-year (M = 351.71), and 6-year ESOL (M =348.03) subgroups. Once
more, a significant difference was not found in students‟ ACCESS composite scores
among ELs who had spent from four to seven years in ESOL. This indicates that after
three years of ESOL, time spent in the ESOL program does not make a difference in
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students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® composite scores. Once again, unequal subgroup sizes
could have contributed to a lack of statistical significance between subgroup means.
Table 24
Tukey’s HSD Comparison of ACCESS Composite Score Differences for Student
Subgroups by Time Spent in ESOL
Years in ESOL (I)
Years in ESOL (J)
Mean difference (I – J)
1

2

3

2

-13.37**

3

-33.33**

4

-42.01**

5

-48.91**

6

-45.24**

3

-19.96**

4

-28.64**

5

-35.54**

6

-31.87**

4

-8.68*

5

-15.59**

6

-11.91*

*p < .05
**p < .01
Tukey‟s HSD was used a fourth time to determine the nature of reading CRCT
score differences between subgroups of ELs by time spent in ESOL. Table 25 shows that
the 1-year (M = 829.23), 2-year (M = 824.50), and 3-year ESOL (M = 818.56) subgroups
scored significantly higher on the ACCESS reading assessment than the 4-year (M =
811.11), 5-year (M = 806.23), and 6-year ESOL (M = 804.91) subgroups. Contrary to the

94
differences found in students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® performances, no significant
difference was found between the reading CRCT scores of the 1- and 2- year ESOL
subgroups. Thus, reading CRCT scores appear to be similar for students who have spent
one and two years in ESOL.
Table 25
Tukey’s HSD Comparison of Reading CRCT Score Differences for Student Subgroups by
Time Spent in ESOL
Years in ESOL (I)
Years in ESOL (J)
Mean difference (I – J)
1
3
10.67**

2

3

4

18.11**

5

23.00**

6

24.32**

3

5.95*

4

13.39**

5

18.28**

6

19.59**

4

7.44*

*p < .05
**p < .01
However, just as the findings in ACCESS for ELLs® score differences, no
significant difference was found in reading CRCT scores for ELs who had been in ESOL
between four to seven years. This means that after three years in ESOL, elementary ELs‟
perform similarly on the reading CRCT, considering, however, a possible lack of
statistical significance due to the inequality of subgroup sizes.
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Finally, Tukey‟s HSD was used to determine the nature of the mathematics CRCT
score differences among these same subgroups of ELs. This analysis, as shown in Table
26, revealed that the 1-year (M = 832.07), 2-year (M = 820.51), and 3-year ESOL (M =
813.41) subgroups scored significantly higher on the mathematics CRCT assessment than
the 4-year (M = 802.14), 5-year (M = 794.11), and 6-year ESOL (M =794.41) subgroups.
Table 26
Tukey’s HSD Comparison of Mathematics CRCT Score Differences for Student
Subgroups by Time Spent in ESOL
Years in ESOL (I)
Years in ESOL (J)
Mean Difference (I – J)
1

2

3

2

11.55**

3

18.65**

4

29.93**

5

37.96**

6

37.66**

3

7.10*

4

18.37**

5

26.41**

6

26.10**

4

11.27*

5

19.31**

6

19.00*

*p < .05
**p < .01
In contrast to the reading CRCT subgroup findings, a significant difference was
found in the mathematics scores among ELs who had from one and two years in ESOL,
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in favor of students with one year of ESOL. Again, similar to the reading CRCT findings,
no significant difference was found in students‟ mathematics CRCT scores among
English learners who had spent from four to six years in ESOL. This means that after
three years in ESOL, additional time spent in the ESOL program did not make a
statistically significant difference in students‟ mathematics CRCT scores; although
students‟ scores were lower each grade level.
Summary of Time Spent in ESOL Subgroup Differences
The number of years English learners spend in special English programs such as
ESOL seems to make a significant difference in students‟ English language proficiency
and academic achievement assessment performances up to three years, although not in
the same direction. English learners attained significantly higher levels of English
language proficiency each year in ESOL up to the third year. ELs reading achievement
was similar between the first and second year in ESOL, though significantly lower the
third year in ESOL. After spending three years in ESOL, additional time spent in ESOL
did not seem to make a significant difference in English learners‟ ELP and academic
achievement assessment performances. This indicates the possibility of confounding
variables, in addition to time spent in ESOL programs, exerting greater influence in ELP
and academic achievement test score variation.
Reading CRCT Subgroup Differences
A series of independent-samples t-tests were conducted to determine whether
there is a significant difference in students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® mean scores and
proficiency levels among English learners who met and ELs who did not meet grade level
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expectations on the reading CRCT. The results are presented in relation to each set of
ACCESS test scores.
ACCESS reading scores. An independent-samples t-test comparing the ACCESS
reading mean score of the group of ELs who met reading CRCT expectations and the
group that did not meet reading CRCT expectations found a significant difference in the
means of the two groups [t (1057) = -2.86, p < .01] in favor of those who met grade level
expectations. The mean of the group of ELs who did not meet reading CRCT
expectations was significantly lower (M = 319.40, SD = 30.04) than the mean of the
group of ELs who met reading CRCT expectations (M = 326.59, SD = 25.98).
ACCESS literacy scores. An independent-samples t-test was calculated comparing
the ACCESS literacy mean score of ELs who met reading CRCT expectations and ELs
who did not meet reading CRCT expectations. A significant difference was not found
[t (1035) = -1.87, p > .05]. The ACCESS literacy mean scores of ELs who did not meet
reading CRCT expectations (M = 311.46, SD = 31.60) and ELs who met reading CRCT
expectations (M = 316.16, SD = 28.32) were not significantly different. However, the
level of difference between the subgroup means was approaching significance (p = .06).
ACCESS composite scores. An independent-samples t-test comparing the
ACCESS composite mean scores of the subgroup of ELs who met reading CRCT
expectations and the subgroup that did not meet reading CRCT expectations found a
significant difference in the means of the two groups [t (1022) = -3.08, p < .01] in favor
of ELs who met grade level expectations. The mean of the ELs who did not meet reading
CRCT expectations was significantly lower (M = 313.36, SD = 32.75) than the mean of
the ELs who met those expectations (M = 320.48, SD = 28.48).
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ACCESS composite proficiency levels. An independent-samples t-test comparing
the average ACCESS composite proficiency level (CPL) of ELs who met reading CRCT
expectations and the average CPL level of ELs who did not meet those expectations
found a significant difference in the means of these two subgroups [t (1022) = -10.21, p <
.001] in favor of ELs who met grade level expectations. The average ELP level of ELs
who did not meet reading CRCT expectations was significantly lower (M = 3.72, SD =
.69) than the average ELP level of ELs who met grade level expectations (M = 4.42, SD =
.80). Thus, ELs who meet reading grade level expectations average higher English
language proficiency levels than ELs who do not meet those same expectations.
Summary of reading CRCT subgroup differences. Table 27 shows a significant
different in students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® reading and composite scores, and in students‟
average proficiency levels among ELs who met (n = 897) and ELs who did not meet (n =
162) grade level reading expectations, in favor of ELs who met these expectations. This
means that English learners who scored > 800 on the reading CRCT in Georgia
performed significantly higher on the ACCESS for ELLs® reading and composite
assessments and had higher English language proficiency levels than ELs who scored
< 800 on the reading CRCT. In contrast, the average ACCESS for ELLs® literacy scores
for these two subgroups was not statistically different at the .05 level.
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Table 27
Significant Difference in ACCESS for ELLs® Mean Scores and Proficiency levels of ELs
who Met and did not Meet Reading CRCT Expectations
t-test for equality of means
ACCESS for ELLs

®

Met reading
CRCT?
yes

M

SD

326.59

25.98

Reading score
no

319.40

30.04

yes

316.16

28.32

no

311.46

31.60

yes

320.48

28.48

no

313.36

32.75

yes

4.42

0.80

no

3.72

0.69

Literacy score

Composite score

English proficiency
level

t

df

-2.86**

1057

-1.87

1035

-3.08**

1022

-10.21***

1022

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Grade Level Differences
A one-way ANOVA was computed comparing the average composite proficiency
level (CPL) of English learners at each grade level, as measured by the ELP assessment,
the ACCESS for ELLs®. Table 28 shows that a significant difference was found between
students‟ average CPL at each grade level [F (4, 1019) = 27.07, p < .001], indicating that
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grade level makes a difference in students‟ level of academic English language
proficiency.
Table 28
Summary of ANOVA for ACCESS for ELLs® Composite Proficiency Level Differences
among Subgroups of ELs by Grade Level
Mean
Sum of Squares
df
F
square
Between Groups
66.23
4 16.56
27.07***
Within Groups

623.21

1019

Total

689.44

1023

.61

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Tukey‟s HSD post hoc analysis was used to determine the nature of the
differences in the grade level means. This analysis revealed that 1st grade ELs (M = 3.95,
SD = .90) averaged a significantly lower CPL than ELs in the other elementary grades:
2nd grade ELs (M = 4.45, SD = .76), 3rd grade ELs (M = 4.62, SD = .68), 4th grade ELs (M
= 4.40, SD = .71), and 5th grade ELs (M = 4.38, SD = .73), as shown in Table 29.
However, in 2nd – 5th grade, English learners‟ grade level did not seem to make a
significant difference in students‟ average level of English proficiency. Although the
average ELP of students in these grades increased slightly each successive grade level,
the differences were not statistically significant. Table 29 demonstrates how the
difference in the average ELP of 4th grade ELs (M = 4.40, SD = .71) and 5th grade ELs (M
= 4.38, SD = .73) is very close.
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Table 29
Tukey’s HSD Multiple Comparisons of Composite Proficiency Level Differences by
Grade Level
(I) Grade
(J) Grade
Mean difference (I – J)
1

2

-.50*

3

-.67*

4

-.45*

5

-.44*

*p < .05
Summary of All Subgroup Differences
The second research question sought to gather evidence for subgroup differences
within the sample of ELs. The findings from the t-test and ANOVA analyses in this
section establish a foundation for controlling student variables in the subsequent analyses.
Students in the sample group (N = 1059) were grouped by existing, independent
characteristics, such as disability status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL to
determine whether these variables made a statistical difference in students‟ test scores. It
was found that a student‟s disability status makes a difference in English language
proficiency and academic achievement assessment performances. Thus, elementary ELs
without disabilities have significantly higher ELP and academic achievement mean
scores than elementary ELs with disabilities. Surprisingly, at the 3rd grade level, disability
status did not make a significant difference in English learners‟ reading CRCT
performances.
Overall, gender only seemed to make a difference in ELs‟ performances of
reading achievement, in favor of female ELs. However, at the grade level analysis,
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gender made a difference in 1st grade ELs‟ performances on the ACCESS composite as
well as in 5th grade ELs‟ performances on the ACCESS literacy and reading CRCT.
Grade level did not seem to make a difference in students‟ level of English language
proficiency except in 1st grade. English learners in 1st grade had a significantly lower ELP
level than ELs in 2nd – 5th grades.
The sample of ELs was further divided into six subgroups by time spent in ESOL.
The findings indicate that one to three years spent in ESOL makes a difference in
elementary ELs‟ language proficiency and academic achievement assessment
performances. However, additional time spent in ESOL after three years did not make a
difference in students‟ assessment performances. English learners who met state-defined
grade level expectations in reading tended, on the average, to have higher ACCESS
reading and composite scores than students who did not meet these expectations.
However, there was no significant difference in the ACCESS literacy performances for
these two subgroups of ELs.
Considering that three student-level characteristics, disability status, grade level,
and number of years in ESOL, make a significant difference in students‟ ACCESS and
CRCT scores demonstrates the necessity of holding these variables constant during the
correlation and regression analyses presented in the next two sections. Prior to these
findings, gender was considered a significant variable, and therefore was also held
constant during the analyses. Findings from partial correlation analyses are presented in
the following section.
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Criterion-Related Validity Evidence
Question 3
Holding student characteristics constant, what is the direction and strength of the
relationship between English learners’ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and their
same-year performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT in Georgia? This
question sought to gather criterion-related validity evidence for the uses and inferences
made from ACCESS for ELLs® test data in elementary schools in Georgia. Data analyses
were utilized to examine the relationship between students‟ performances on four
combinations of assessments: ACCESS reading and reading CRCT, ACCESS literacy
and reading CRCT, ACCESS composite and reading CRCT, and finally, ACCESS
composite and mathematics CRCT.
First, a Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between
students‟ ACCESS reading scale scores and reading CRCT scale scores, without holding
constant the variables of disability status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL. A
significant, but weak positive correlation was found [r (1059) = .134, p < .001],
indicating a reliable, though not necessarily strong relationship between students‟
performances on both assessments, without considering student characteristics.
Generally, this indicates that as students‟ ACCESS reading scores improved, so did their
reading CRCT scores.
A partial correlation was then calculated for the relationship between students‟
ACCESS reading scores and reading CRCT scores, controlling for the independent
variable of grade level, which was previously found to make a significant difference. A
moderate positive correlation was found [r (1056) = .521, p < .001]. The relationship
between students‟ performances on the ACCESS reading and reading CRCT assessments
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was significantly stronger when grade level was controlled (.521) than when it was not
controlled (.134).
Finally, a partial correlation was calculated for the relationship between ELs‟
ACCESS reading scores and reading CRCT scores, controlling disability status, gender,
grade level, and time spent in ESOL. A moderate positive correlation was found [r (1056)
= .491, p < .001]. Even though gender was not found to make a significant difference in
students‟ performances, it was decided to keep the original research question and include
gender in the partial correlations.
Results show that when disability status, gender, grade level, and number of years
in ESOL are controlled, a stronger positive relationship exists between students‟
performances on the ACCESS reading and reading CRCT. Controlling for these studentlevel characteristics provides a truer picture of the relationship between students‟
performances on both assessments. Thus, when the effects of disability status, gender,
grade level, and time spent in ESOL were minimized, students who scored well on the
ACCESS reading also had a tendency to do well on the reading CRCT assessment.
Following this analysis, a partial correlation was calculated for the relationship
between the ACCESS literacy and the reading CRCT, and between the ACCESS
composite and the reading CRCT, holding student characteristics constant. A moderate
positive correlation was found between students‟ performances on the ACCESS literacy
and reading CRCT [r (1057) = .532, p < .001], and between students‟ performances on
the ACCESS composite and reading CRCT [r (1031) = .525, p < .001]. Consequently,
when the effects of grade level, disability status, gender, and time spent in ESOL were
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minimized, as elementary English learners‟ ACCESS literacy and ACCESS composite
scores improved, so did their performance on the reading CRCT.
Finally, a partial correlation was calculated for the relationship between ELs‟
ACCESS composite and mathematics CRCT scores, controlling disability status, gender,
grade level, and time spent in ESOL. A moderate positive correlation was found [r (1018)
= .510, p <.001]. Thus, when the effects of grade level, disability status, gender, and time
spent in ESOL were minimized, as students‟ ACCESS composite scores improved, so did
their mathematics CRCT scores. It is interesting to note that students‟ performances on
the ACCESS for ELLs® had a slightly stronger correlation to the reading CRCT (.525)
than to the mathematics CRCT (.510).
Summary of Criterion-Related Validity Evidence
The third research question was used to gather evidence for the relationship
between students‟ performances on the English language proficiency assessment and the
criterion academic achievement assessment in Georgia. The evidence shows that when
student-level characteristics are controlled, the relationship between students‟
performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT is significantly positive, though
moderate. In other words, as ELs‟ level of academic English language proficiency
increases, their performance on the academic achievement assessment has the moderate
tendency to increase as well. However, when these same student-level characteristics are
not controlled, the relationship between students‟ performances on both assessments is
significantly reduced, suggesting the influence of other independent student variables on
these assessment performances. It is important to remember that these correlations do not
assume a cause and effect relationship.
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The moderate strength and positive direction of the correlation between students‟
performances on the Title I and Title III assessments adds to the body of criterion-related
evidence indicating the suitability of using ACCESS for ELLs® scores when making
critical EL placement decisions in Georgia. These results suggest that when students
score high enough on the ACCESS they are possibly ready to function in the mainstream
classroom without the support of special English language services. It is important to
remember that a high level of ELP cannot be assumed to cause a student to meet or
exceed grade level expectations. Since all the student and school level variables that
could possibly influence the relationship between students‟ performances on these two
assessments were not controlled, these results may not reflect the true relationship
between elementary ELs‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT in
Georgia.

Differential Predictive Validity Evidence
Question 4.1
How do elementary English learners’ ACCESS for ELLs® scores, disability
status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL collectively predict students’ sameyear performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT in Georgia? To examine the
collective predictive value of students‟ English language proficiency scores and
individual characteristics on their same-year academic achievement, multiple regression
analyses were calculated using ACCESS reading, literacy, and composite scores, and
disability status, gender, and time spent in ESOL programs as predictor variables for the
reading and mathematics CRCT scores. These analyses are reported in the following
section in relation to each set of test scores.
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ACCESS for ELLs® reading and reading CRCT. A multiple regression analysis
was used to examine whether students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® reading performances,
disability status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL significantly predicted their
same-year reading CRCT performances. The results of the regression indicate that the
five predictor variables together explain 37% of the CRCT score variance [R² = .37, F (5,
1053) = 124.22, p < .001]. Both the ACCESS for ELLs® reading score (ᵦ = .63, p < .001)
and students‟ gender (ᵦ = .05, p < .05) have a positive relationship with reading CRCT
performances. To the contrary, both grade level (ᵦ = -.66, p < .001) and disability status (ᵦ
= -.12, p < .001) have a negative relationship with reading CRCT performances (Table
30). Thus, holding all other variables constant, as grade level increases, or if students‟
disability status changes from no to yes, students‟ reading CRCT score has the tendency
to decrease. The number of years students spent in ESOL was not a significant predictor
of their same-year reading CRCT performances.
These findings specify the following prediction formula Y = A + B₁X₁ + B₂X₂ +
B₃X₃ + B₄X₄ + B₅X₅, with a standard error range of + 18.42. Using the formula with the
information provided in Table 30, and holding all other variables constant, students‟
predicted reading CRCT scores (Y) is equal to 693.43 + 0.50 (ACCESS reading score) –
11.65 (grade level) + 2.53 (gender) – 11.52 (disability status) – 1.47 (years in ESOL).
ACCESS for ELLs® literacy and reading CRCT. A multiple regression analysis
was used to examine whether students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® literacy performances,
disability status, gender, grade level, and number of years in ESOL significantly
predicted students‟ reading CRCT performance. The results of the regression indicate that
these five variables together explain 41% of the reading CRCT score variance
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Table 30
Summary of Multiple Regressions for ACCESS Reading and Student Variables Predicting
Reading CRCT (N = 1059)
Zeroᵦ
Variable
B
SE B
t
sr² Part r
order r
(Constant)
693.43 7.80
88.88
ACCESS reading
Grade level
Gender
Disability status
Number of years in ESOL

.50

.03

.63***

18.29

.13

.49

.45

-11.65

1.13

- .66***

-10.29

-.33

-.30

-.25

2.53

1.14

.05*

2.22

.10

.07

.05

-11.52

2.42

- .12***

-4.75

-.26

-.14

-.12

-1.47

.97

-.09

-1.51

-.35

-.05

-.04

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
[R² = .41 F (5,1031) = 142.68, p < .001]. The ACCESS literacy score (ᵦ = .84, p < .001)
has a positive relationship with reading CRCT performances; whereas students‟ grade
level (ᵦ = -.92, p < .001) and disability status (ᵦ = -.08, p < .01) have a negative
relationship.
Thus, holding all other variables constant, as grade level increases, or if a
student‟s disability status changes from no to yes, student‟s reading CRCT performance
tends to decrease. Students‟ gender and time spent in ESOL were not significant
predictors of their same-year reading CRCT scores. Using the prediction formula with the
information provided in Table 31, and holding all other variables held constant, students‟
predicted reading CRCT scores (Y) = 651.18 + 0.67 (ACCESS literacy score) – 15.97
(grade level) + 1.13 (gender) – 7.87 (disability status) – 1.32 (years in ESOL), with a
standard error range of + 17.75.
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Table 31
Summary of Multiple Regressions for ACCESS Literacy and Student Variables Predicting
Reading CRCT (N = 1059)
Zeroᵦ
Variable
B
SE B
t
sr² Part r
order r
(Constant)
651.18 9.14
71.23
ACCESS literacy

.67

.03

.84***

20.18

.06

.53

.48

-15.97

1.19

-.92***

-13.48

-.34

-.39

-.32

1.13

1.12

.02

1.01

.10

.03

.02

Disability status

-7.87

2.38

-.08**

-3.31

-.27

-.10

-.08

Number of years in ESOL

-1.32

.95

-.08

-1.40

-.35

-.04

-.03

Grade level
Gender

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
ACCESS for ELLs® composite and reading CRCT. A multiple regression analysis
was used to examine whether students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® composite scores, disability
status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL significantly predicted their sameyear reading CRCT performances. The results of the regression indicate that the five
variables explain 41% of the variance [R² = .41, F (5, 1018) = 140.26, p < .001]. Using
the prediction formula, and holding other variables held constant, students‟ predicted
reading CRCT scores (Y) = 652.90 + 0.63 (ACCESS composite score) – 14.03 (grade
level) + 1.69 (gender) – 8.81 (disability status) – 0.95 (years in ESOL), with a standard
error range of + 17.84 as shown in Table 32. This table also shows that students‟
ACCESS composite performances, disability status, and grade level are significant
predictors of the reading CRCT score at the p < .001 level.
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Again, gender and time spent in ESOL were not found to significantly predict
students‟ reading CRCT performances. The relationship of the ACCESS composite score
to the reading CRCT was positive (ᵦ = .73, p < .001); whereas the relationship of grade
level (ᵦ = -.81, p < .001) and disability status (ᵦ = -.09, p < .001) to the reading CRCT was
negative. Similar results were found for the relationship of ACCESS literacy scores and
student variables to students‟ reading CRCT scores.
Table 32
Summary of Multiple Regressions for ACCESS Composite and Student Variables
Predicting Reading CRCT (N = 1059)
Zeroᵦ
Variable
B
SE B
t
sr²
order r
(Constant)
652.90
9.31
70.14
ACCESS composite
Grade level
Gender

.63
-14.03
1.69

Disability status
Number of years in ESOL

-8.81
-.95

.03

Part r

.73***

19.70

.11

.53

.48

1.15 -.81***

-12.25

-.34

-.36

-.30

1.50

.13

.05

.04

-3.70

-.27

-.12

-.09

-.99

-.36

-.03

-.02

1.13

.04

2.38 -.09***
.96

-.06

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
ACCESS for ELLs® composite and math CRCT. A multiple regression analysis
was calculated to examine whether students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® composite score,
disability status, gender, grade level, and number of years in ESOL significantly
predicted students‟ mathematics CRCT performance. The results of the regression
indicate that these five predictors collectively explained 44% of the variance on the
mathematics CRCT [R² = .44, F (5, 1015) = 159.32, p < .001].
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As Table 33 shows, the formula for students‟ predicted mathematics CRCT scores
is (Y) = 630.67 + .73 (ACCESS composite score) – 14.94 (grade level) – 4.74 (gender) –
11.12 (disability status) – 4.80 (years in ESOL), with a standard error range of + 21.60.
Four variables were found to be significant predictors of the mathematics CRCT score at
the p < .001 level: students‟ ACCESS composite score (ᵦ = .68), grade level (ᵦ = -.69),
disability status (ᵦ = -.09), and time spent in ESOL (ᵦ = -.24). Gender (ᵦ = -.08) was found
to be a significant predictor at the p < .05 level.
Table 33
Summary of Multiple Regressions for ACCESS Composite and Student Variables
Predicting Mathematics CRCT (N = 1059)
Zeroᵦ
Variable
B
SE B
t
sr²
order r
(Constant)
630.67 11.30
55.80
ACCESS composite

.73

Grade

-14.94

Gender

-4.74

Disability status
Number of years in ESOL

.04

Part r

.68***

18.88

.04

.51

.44

1.39 -.69***

-10.74

-.41

-.32

-.25

-3.47

-.01

-.11

-.08

1.37

-.08**

-11.12

2.95 -.09***

-3.77

-.28

-.12

-.09

-4.80

1.16 -.24***

-4.15

-.44

-.13

-.10

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Question 4.2
How do English learners’ ACCESS for ELLs® test scores, disability status,
gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL individually predict students’ same-year
performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT in Georgia? To examine the
individual predictive value of students‟ English language proficiency scores and
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characteristics on their academic achievement, simple linear regression analyses were
calculated using ACCESS reading, literacy, and composite scores and student
characteristics of disability status, gender, and time spent in ESOL programs as predictor
variables for the reading and mathematics CRCT scores. These analyses are reported in
the following section in relation to each predictor variable.
ACCESS for ELLs® reading. A simple linear regression was calculated predicting
ELs‟ reading CRCT score based on students‟ ACCESS reading score alone. A significant
regression equation was found [R² = .02, F (1, 1057) = 19.45, p < .001] as shown in Table
34. This means that ELs‟ ACCESS reading performances alone (ᵦ = .13, p < .001) explain
very little of the variance in reading CRCT scores. An EL‟s predicted reading CRCT
score is (Y) = 786.065 + .106 (ACCESS reading score) with a standard error range of
+ 22.97. The ACCESS reading score is a significant, albeit minor (2%) contributor to
reading CRCT score variance.
Table 34
Summary of Simple Linear Regression for ACCESS Reading Performance Predicting
Reading CRCT (N = 1059)
ZeroPart
ᵦ
Variable
B
SE B
t
sr²
order r
r
(Constant)
ACCESS reading

786.07

7.74

.11

.02

101.61
.13***

4.41

.13

.13

.13

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
ACCESS for ELLs® literacy. A simple linear regression was calculated predicting
ELs‟ reading CRCT score based on their ACCESS literacy score alone. The regression
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equation was not significant [R² = .00, F (1, 1035) = 3.37, p > .05] indicating that
students‟ ACCESS literacy scores alone do not significantly contribute to the variance in
students‟ reading CRCT performances.
ACCESS for ELLs® composite. A simple linear regression was calculated
predicting ELs‟ reading CRCT score based on students‟ ACCESS composite score alone.
A significant regression equation was found [R² =.01, F (1, 1022) = 13.06, p < .001]. This
means that students‟ ACCESS composite performances (ᵦ = .11, p < .001) alone explains
a very small, albeit significant, amount to the variance in reading CRCT scores. An EL‟s
predicted reading CRCT score is Y = 788.644 + .10 (ACCESS composite score) with a
standard error range of + 22.99 as shown in Table 35.
Table 35
Summary of Simple Linear Regression for ACCESS Composite Performance Predicting
Reading CRCT (N = 1022)
Zero- Partial
ᵦ
Variable
B
SE B
t
r
order r
r
(Constant)
788.64
8.78
89.82
ACCESS composite

.10

.03

.11***

3.61

.11

.11

.11

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Another simple linear regression was calculated predicting students‟ mathematics
CRCT score based on their same-year ACCESS composite score alone. The regression
equation was not significant [R² = .00, F (1, 1019) = 1.53, p > .05], indicating that
students‟ ACCESS composite scores alone do not significantly explain the variance in
students‟ mathematics CRCT scores.
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Grade level. A simple linear regression was calculated predicting ELs‟ reading
CRCT score based on student‟s grade level alone. The result of the regression indicates
that students‟ grade level individually explains 11% of the variance on the reading CRCT
[R² = .11, F (1, 1057) = 129.53, p < .001]. Table 36 shows that the relationship between
students‟ grade level and reading CRCT performance was negative (ᵦ = -.33, p < .001),
which means that at each grade level students‟ reading CRCT score decreases 5.82 points
below the mean.
Table 36
Summary of Simple Linear Regressions for Grade Level Predicting Reading and
Mathematics CRCT (N = 1059)
Zero
Variable
B
SE B
t
Partial r
ᵦ
order r
Reading CRCT 834.30
1.42
586.50
Grade level

-5.82

.51

Math CRCT

837.13

1.71

Grade level

-8.75

.62

-.33***

-11.38

r

-.33

-.33

-.33

-.40

-.40

-.40

488.32
-.40***

-14.18

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Another simple linear regression was calculated to examine whether grade level
alone significantly predicted ELs‟ mathematics CRCT score. Table 36 shows the results
of the regression, which indicate that students‟ grade level significantly explains 16% of
the variance in the mathematics CRCT scores [R² = .16, F (1, 1054) = 201.18, p < .001].
An EL‟s predicted mathematics CRCT score is 837.13 – 8.75 (grade level), SE = + 26.30.
The relationship between students‟ grade level and mathematics CRCT performance was
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negative (ᵦ = -.40, p < .001). This means that a student‟s mathematics CRCT performance
is 8.75 points below the mean at each grade level.
Disability status. A simple linear regression was calculated predicting ELs‟
reading CRCT score based on disability status alone. The results of the regression
indicate that students‟ disability status significantly explains 7% of the variance on
students‟ reading CRCT performances [R² = .07, F (1, 1057) = 78.72, p < .001]. An EL‟s
predicted reading CRCT score is 821.62 – 25.04 (Yes disability), SE = + 22.36 as shown
in Table 37. The relationship between disability status and reading CRCT performances
was negative. This means that the average reading CRCT score for an elementary EL
who has a disability is 25.04 points less than the average reading CRCT score for an EL
who does not have a disability.
Table 37
Summary of Simple Linear Regressions for Disability Status Predicting Reading and
Mathematics CRCT (N = 1059)
Zero
Variable
B
SE B
t
Partial r
r
ᵦ
order r
Reading CRCT
821.62
.71
1157.36
Disability status

-25.04

2.82

Mathematics CRCT

817.65

.88

Disability status

-32.33

3.57

-.26***

-8.87

-.26

-.26

-.26

-.27

-.27

-.27

931.72
-.27***

-9.07

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Finally, a simple linear regression was calculated to examine whether students‟
disability is a significant predictor of mathematics CRCT performance. The results of the
regression indicate that students‟ disability status significantly explains 7% of the
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mathematics CRCT score variance [R² = .07, F (1, 1054) = 82.23, p < .001]. An EL‟s
predicted mathematics CRCT score is 817.65 – 32.33 (Yes disability), SE = + 27.64. This
means that the mathematics CRCT score for an EL who has a disability is 32.33 points
less than the mathematics CRCT score for an EL who does not have a disability.
Gender. Simple linear regression analyses were calculated to examine whether
students‟ gender alone significantly predicted reading and mathematics CRCT
performances. The results of the regression indicate that gender significantly explains 1%
of the variance in students reading CRCT‟ performances [R² = .01, F (5, 1057) = 10.12, p
< .05], but is not a significant predictor of the mathematics CRCT [F (1, 1054) = .23, p >
.05]. The formula for students‟ predicted reading CRCT scores is (Y) = 817.97 + 4.53
(gender), with a standard error range of + 23.07 as shown in Table 38. This means that
female ELs are predicted to score higher than males on the reading CRCT.
Table 38
Summary of Simple Linear Regressions for Gender Predicting Reading CRCT (N=1059)
Zero
Variable
B
SE B
t
Partial r
r
ᵦ
order r
Reading CRCT
817.97
.96
851.07
Gender

4.53

1.42

.10**

3.18

.10

.10

.10

*p < .05
**p < .01
Time Spent in ESOL. Simple linear regression analyses were calculated to
examine whether the number of years English learners spent in ESOL significantly
predicted their reading and mathematics CRCT performances as shown in Table 39. The
results of the regression indicate that the time students‟ spend in ESOL significantly
explains 12% of the variance in their same-year reading CRCT scores [R² = .12, F (5,

117
1057) = 143.33, p < .001] and 19% of the variance in their same-year mathematics CRCT
scores [R² = .19, F (1, 1054) = 240.72, p < .001].
Using the number of years spent in ESOL, the formula for English learners‟
predicted reading CRCT scores is (Y) = 835.299 – 5.69 (years in ESOL), with a standard
error range of + 21.75. Thus, ELs‟ average reading CRCT score decreases 5.69 points for
each year spent in ESOL programs. An EL‟s predicted mathematics CRCT score is
839.29 – 8.81 (years in ESOL), with a standard error range of + 25.89, indicating that
students‟ average mathematics CRCT score decreases 8.8 points for each year in the
ESOL program.
Table 39
Summary of Simple Regressions for Time Spent in ESOL Predicting Reading CRCT (N =
1059)
Zero
Variable
B
SE B
t
Partial r
r
ᵦ
order r
Reading CRCT
835.23
1.44
580.38
Years in ESOL
Mathematics CRCT
Years in ESOL

-5.69

.47

839.29

1.72

-8.81

.57

-.37***

-11.97

-.35

-.35

-.35

-.43

-.43

-.43

488.83
-.43***

-15.52

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001
Summary of Differential Predictive Validity Evidence
A critical research question in this study was utilized to gather evidence for the
differential predictive power of students‟ ELP assessment performances for their sameyear performances on the academic achievement assessment. Table 40 presents a
summary of the contributions of the independent variables of ACCESS for ELLs® scores
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and student characteristics to the variance on each dependent variable of students‟
reading and mathematics achievement performances. The variables are ordered from least
to greatest in terms of their predictive power. The ACCESS literacy score explained the
least amount of variance on the CRCT (0.3%), whereas the number of years students
spent in ESOL explained the most (11.9%).
Table 40
Summary of Significant Contributions of Variables Predicting CRCT Performances
Assessment
Variable
ACCESS literacy

Reading CRCT
0.3%

Math CRCT
-

Gender

0.9%

0%

ACCESS composite

1.3%

0.1%

ACCESS reading

1.8%

-

Disability status

6.9%

7.2%

Grade level

10.9%

16.0%

Number of years in ESOL

11.9%

18.6%

Note: Gender is only significant in relation to the ACCESS composite score.
The ACCESS reading scale score, students‟ disability status, gender, grade level,
and number of years in ESOL collectively explained 37.1% of the variance on the
reading CRCT scale score. However, the sum total of their individual variances was only
32.4%. Likewise, the ACCESS literacy scale score, students‟ disability status, gender,
grade level, and number of years in ESOL collectively explained 40.9% of the variance
on the reading CRCT scale score, whereas the sum total of the individual variances
contributed 30.9%. Finally, the ACCESS composite scale score, students‟ disability
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status, gender, grade level, and number of years in ESOL collectively explained 40.8% of
the variance on the reading CRCT scale score and 44.0% of the variance on the
mathematics CRCT. Individually, these same variables explain 31.9% of the variance on
the reading CRCT and 41.9% of the variance on the mathematics CRCT.

Summary of Findings
Statistical analyses were performed on English learners‟ extant test score data
with the purpose of gathering criterion-related and differential validity evidence for test
data uses and inferences made by educators from English language proficiency data in
Georgia. Four research questions guided the data analyses.
Question 1: What are the demographics (disability status, gender, and time spent
in ESOL), reading scores, literacy scores, overall composite scores, and English
proficiency levels on the ACCESS for ELLs® and reading and mathematics CRCT scores
for 1st – 5th grade ELs in one semi-rural school district in Georgia?
Students were evenly matched in gender, most did not have disabilities, and the
majority had spent at least three years in ESOL, with an average of 2.6 years. The
majority of the participants were in the lower elementary grade levels. Students ELP
levels ranged from 3.0 – 4.9. Half of the ELs in 1st grade were proficient at the WIDA
Developing level 3.0 – 3.9, and almost half of the ELs in 2nd grade were proficient at the
WIDA Expanding level 4.0 – 4.9. ELs in 3rd – 5th grade were proficient between levels
3.0 – 5.9.
Students ELP scores had the tendency to increase as grade level increased.
Students reading and mathematics scores did not follow the same pattern as their ELP
levels. Eighty-five percent of the students met grade level expectations in reading and
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75% met these expectations in mathematics. ELs in 4th and 5th grade did not meet grade
level mathematics expectations, possibly due to recent changes in the state math
curriculum or the ever-moving target of cognitive academic language proficiency.
Overall, students‟ mathematics achievement scores have dropped in the state of Georgia
as a result of the new integrated math curriculum introduced in 2007 (GaDOE, 2010).
Question 2: Is there a significant difference in students’ performances on the
ACCESS for ELLs® and on the reading and mathematics CRCT at each grade level
among subgroups of English learners by disability, gender, and time spent in ESOL?
Yes, significant differences were found in students‟ performances among disability, grade
level, and time spent in ESOL subgroups. Upper elementary English learners who did not
have disabilities, but had spent at least three years in ESOL, tended to have higher ELP
levels and academic achievement than lower elementary ELs with disabilities who had
spent less than three years in ESOL. After spending three years in ESOL, additional time
spent in ESOL did not make a significant difference in English language proficiency and
academic achievement among elementary ELs. Significant gender differences were found
favoring elementary female ELs on the reading academic achievement assessment only.
Students who met grade level expectations in reading tended to have significantly
higher ACCESS reading and composite scores. However, ACCESS literacy scores were
similar for students who had or had not met grade level expectations in reading. In
addition, grade level made a difference in 1st and 2nd grade English learners‟ level of
ELP. Higher grade levels were associated with higher levels of language proficiency,
although these differences were not significant.
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Question 3: Holding student-level characteristics constant, what is the direction
and strength of the relationship between elementary English learners’ performances on
the ACCESS for ELLs® and their same-year performances on the reading and
mathematics CRCT in Georgia? When student-level characteristics are held constant,
students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® were moderately related, in a positive
direction, to their same-year performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT. When
these variables were not held constant, then the relationship between their assessment
performances dropped significantly. Taking into consideration the effect student
independent variables have on test performances, the ELP assessment is moderately
related to the criterion academic assessment, thus providing moderate criterion-related
evidence for test score inferences and test utility.
Question 4: How do elementary English learners’ ACCESS for ELLs® scores,
disability status, gender, grade level, and time spent in ESOL individually and
collectively predict students’ same-year performances on the reading and mathematics
CRCT in Georgia?
In order of predictive value, time spent in ESOL, disability status, grade level,
ELP test scores, and gender each have moderate to small predictive value on the variance
in students‟ reading and mathematics CRCT scores. The sum of the individual
contributions of these variables to the variance on the CRCT is less than the collective
contributions. The predictive power of the ELP assessment is not sensitive to gender;
however, it is sensitive to grade level, disability status and time spent in ESOL. These
three variables contribute 33% of the variance in the CRCT. Individually, students‟
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English language proficiency scores explain only a small percentage of the variance in
reading and mathematics achievement scores.
In the final and following chapter these findings will be discussed in relation to
the literature review and theoretical framework. In addition, an evaluation of the
significance of this study to the field and its limitations will be presented. Lastly, various
implications will be considered for distributed leadership in school practice and for future
research.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS

Discussion of Findings
To comply with federal accountability requirements, English learners (ELs) in
Georgia must demonstrate progress in academic English language proficiency (ELP) and
academic content-area achievement as measured annually by two state-mandated
assessments, the Accessing Communication and Comprehension in English State-to-State
for English Language Learners® (ACCESS for ELLs®) and the Criterion-Referenced
Competency Test (CRCT). Federally mandated assessment and accountability measures
demand that teacher leaders deeply understand test data, the relationship among students‟
test performances, and student and school variables that influence these performances. In
today‟s high-stakes educational arena, making responsible evidence-based decisions
requires that school leaders look beyond the surface of student results and examine how
data results can be used to impact school improvement and student learning (Creighton,
2007).
This study examined the relationship of elementary English learners‟ same-year
performances on English language proficiency and academic achievement assessments,
and analyzed the differential predictive power of students‟ ELP performance on academic
achievement performance across subgroups of ELs. Descriptive statistics, partial
correlations, ANOVA, and independent t-test analyses were performed on a merged
extant dataset from one semi-rural school district in Georgia with a large Hispanic
population. Key findings suggest that student performances on the ACCESS for ELLs®
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have a significant positive relationship with students‟ same-year performances on the
reading and mathematics CRCT. This relationship is weak when independent student
level variables are not controlled, and moderate when student variables are minimized. In
addition, disability status, grade level, and time spent in ESOL, were found to shape the
predictive power of the ELP assessment for ELs‟ academic achievement.
The discussion of the findings begins with a description of the sample English
learners‟ ELP and academic achievement scores, differences among disability, gender,
grade level, and time spent in ESOL subgroups, and a discussion of implications. Next,
the relationship between student performances across both assessments and the sensitivity
of the ELP assessment to predict academic achievement performance is discussed.
Subsequently, implications are presented in relation to the critical assessment validation
conceptual framework and to distributed leadership practice in schools. After that follows
a discussion of the limitations of the study. Finally, the findings are discussed in relation
to previous literature and future research, concluding with a focus on intervention and
change for policymakers, school leaders, and teachers.
English Learners’ ELP and Academic Achievement
Most of the English learners in this study were in the lower elementary grade
levels, did not have disabilities, had spent from one to three years in the ESOL program,
and demonstrated English language proficiency on levels 3.0 to 4.9 on the WIDA sixpoint ELP continuum. As would be expected, students in the upper elementary grades
averaged higher ELP levels than students in the lower elementary grades, as measured by
the ACCESS for ELLs®. These findings confirm previous research showing that ELs
require from five to seven years and possibly nine years of special instruction in English
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to acquire English language proficiency (Collier & Thomas, 2007; Garcia, 2003).
However, English learners‟ academic achievement scores did not follow the same trend
as their ELP scores. English learners in the lower elementary grade levels averaged
higher reading and mathematics achievement scores than ELs in the higher elementary
levels. This conflicting progress illustrates the beginning of a widening achievement gap
between English learners and their native English-speaking peers, and affirms that grade
level academic achievement is a moving target for many ELs.
As grade level increases, academic content rigor also increases. Each succeeding
grade level requires a greater amount of decontextualized English vocabulary, linguistic
complexity, and language control than the previous grade level (Cummins, 1999;
Schleppegrell, 2004; WIDA, 2009). Just as students master the academic English and
content expectations in one grade level, they are moved to the next grade level with a
different set of expectations. For example, the average native English-speaking student
typically gains 10 months academic growth during a 10-month school year. However, to
catch up to this student, the average EL must gain 1.5 years‟ academic growth in the
same 10-month period, and maintain this rate of academic progress consistently for six
years. In other words, an EL must achieve nine years of cognitive academic growth in six
school years (Collier, 1995).
Nevertheless, the findings from the current study demonstrate a disconcerting
reality in schools today. English learners are achieving less than 1.5 year‟s academic
growth each elementary school year, and seem to have difficulty maintaining consistent
academic progress during these elementary school years, leading to a widening
achievement gap between 3rd and 5th grade. This reality implies that elementary school
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teachers and leaders serve as gatekeepers to students‟ successful middle and high school
experiences. If ELs fail to achieve grade level expectations during their elementary
school years, the achievement gap could be so wide that catching up during the middle
and high school years becomes an impossible feat. The data from this study highlights the
importance of guaranteeing a high quality elementary ESOL program staffed by highly
qualified ESOL teachers with experience to target 3rd – 5th grade English learners‟
academic and language proficiency needs.
English Learners’ Differences
In general, the findings suggest that English learners‟ disability status, grade level,
and time spent in ESOL make a significant difference in performances on the ELP and
achievement assessments, as was hypothesized. Therefore, regardless of gender, 3rd – 5th
grade ELs without disabilities, who have spent at least three years in ESOL, will most
likely have higher ELP levels and achieve greater content knowledge than 1st and 2nd
grade ELs with disabilities, who have spent less than three years in ESOL. What follows
is a discussion of the differences within each subgroup of elementary English learners.
Disability status. It was hypothesized that ELs without a learning disability would
score higher on the ELP and achievement assessments than ELs with a disability.
Although this hypothesis was confirmed, it is important to remember that large score
variances between subgroups can be a confounding factor limiting the implications of
significance. In this case, the means of the disability and non-disability subgroups varied
from four to seven standard deviations on all assessments, indicating considerable test
score variation between the subgroups, and limiting the implications of the findings for
these subgroups (Creighton, 2007).
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Time in ESOL. It was hypothesized that students who had spent more time in
ESOL would have higher ELP and academic achievement scores than students who had
spent less time in ESOL. The findings show that time spent in ESOL is significant up to
three years. Students who have spent less than three years in ESOL perform significantly
lower on the ACCESS for ELLs® than students who have spent three or more years in
ESOL, leading us to believe that the elementary ESOL program may positively influence
language proficiency gains during the first three years.
Contrary to the original hypothesis, the findings show that after three years, the
number of years that ELs spend in the ESOL program does not make a significant
difference in students‟ academic language proficiency scores. Elementary ELs reading
proficiency is similar, regardless of whether they have spent three, four, or five years in
ESOL. Other variables, such as teacher quality, program service and model, and
individual students‟ reading skill differences may have contributed to the lack of
significant difference in academic English reading proficiency for ELs with more than
three years of ESOL.
Once again, the power of the significant differences found between these
subgroups of ELs is influenced by subgroup sizes and variances. For instance, the
difference between the standard deviations for the 1-year and 2-year in ESOL subgroups
was low, indicating equal variances in these two subgroups. These subgroups were also
fairly equal in size. It can be safely concluded that students who spend two years in
ESOL score significantly higher on assessments of ELP and academic achievement than
students who spend one year in ESOL. This finding implies that ELs make significant
gains in language proficiency and academic content knowledge during the first two years
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in ESOL. In addition, since the 1-year and 2-year ESOL subgroups were mostly1st and
2nd graders, one could conclude that ELs make significant gains in language proficiency
and academic achievement between 1st and 2nd grade. The standard deviations for the 3years, 4-years, and 5-years in ESOL subgroups were similar on all assessments except on
the ACCESS for ELLs® reading proficiency score. Therefore, the lack of significant
difference in the test results of these three subgroups is powerful enough data from which
to draw conclusions.
Yet, these findings raise more questions for researchers to investigate, such as,
what factors cause English learners’ educational development to plateau or even
regress? Perhaps, this is the effect of an educational program that has not strategically
targeted the development of cognitive academic language, or perhaps other variables
have a stronger influence on student achievement than time spent in ESOL after the third
year. Another possible explanation is that after three years in ESOL, students may be
tracked into programs that are providing fewer opportunities for interaction and
collaboration with model language peers to encourage development (Burris & Garrity,
2008; Schleppegrell, 2004). Finally, one might consider that perhaps ELs have not had
the opportunity to learn (OTL) the content material covered on the academic achievement
test (Bailey, 2007; Boscardin & Aguirre-Muñoz, 2006). It is possible that as ELs gain
mastery of basic interpersonal communication skills (Cummins, 1990), ESOL teachers
may not automatically raise their academic expectations to the higher levels needed for
students to achieve academic cognitive language proficiency. School leaders might
consider the possibility of raising the rigor of academic expectations and ESOL programs
for ELs.
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Grade level. Although higher grade levels are associated with higher levels of
language proficiency, the findings show that students‟ levels of ELP are significantly
different from each other in 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grade, in favor of students in higher grade
levels. However, students‟ levels of ELP were fairly similar, and not significantly
different from each other in 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade. In other words, after 3rd grade, ELs in
higher grade levels do not automatically have higher language proficiency levels. These
findings do not imply that the instructional programs, teacher capacities, or school,
district and state policies are ineffective in significantly raising students‟ ELP levels
between 3rd and 5th grade. These findings could have been influenced by a large number
of 1- and 2-year ESOL ELs in the upper grade levels, who would have lower English
proficiency levels which could possibly have skewed the results.
It is important to recognize the close relationship between elementary students‟
grade level and time spent in ESOL, especially when English learners enroll in
Kindergarten and their schooling is not interrupted. If a student is eligible for the ESOL
program in Kindergarten, by the time he enters the 3rd grade, if he has not been retained
in grade, he has spent three years in ESOL. A student in 5th grade who has spent seven
years ESOL has most likely been retained in grade. However, an elementary EL who
initially enters U.S. schools in 3rd grade, and consequently is eligible for the ESOL
program for the first time in the 3rd grade, could have spent only two years in ESOL by
the time she enters the 5th grade, if she has not been retained in grade. Thus, it would be
expected that if grade level makes a significant difference in ELs‟ assessment
performances, time spent in ESOL would likewise make a difference.
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It is also important to recognize that scale scores, not proficiency levels, were
used in the data analyses; thus, different cut scores for students‟ proficiency levels would
not be a confounding factor in the lack of significant difference between 3rd to 5th grade
English learners‟ ELP scores. The ACCESS for ELLs® uses different cut scores to
interpret students‟ ELP level, depending on which grade level cluster and tier form of the
test was used. English learners in 3rd to 5th grade take the same grade level cluster test,
although they may have taken a different tier form of the test, with a different cut score.
Using scale scores eliminates the inherent differences in students‟ ELP levels influenced
by grade level cluster and tier test form.
Reading expectations. English language proficiency differences were found
between English learners who met grade level reading expectations on the state mandated
assessment and ELs who did not meet these same expectations. Students in the former
subgroup had significantly higher ACCESS for ELLs® reading proficiency and overall
composite language proficiency than students in the later subgroup. In contrast, the
findings show no significant difference in students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® literacy scores,
whether they met or did not meet grade level reading expectations.
This finding does not substantiate recent EL state policy in Georgia. In lieu of not
administering state assessments to 1st and 2nd grade students, schools are now required to
use the ACCESS for ELLs® Tier C literacy score as the second indicator determining
whether 1st and 2nd ELs exit from ESOL program services. According to state research
studies (C. Alston, personal communication, March 28, 2011) 1st and 2nd grade ELs who
perform at the Tier C ACCESS for ELLs® composite proficiency level 5 and Tier C
ACCESS for ELLs® literacy proficiency level 4.7 would most likely have met grade
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level reading expectations on the CRCT, if this state reading measure had been
administered.
It is interesting to note that the difference in means of the met and did not meet
grade level reading subgroups was approaching significance (p = .06). This could imply
that perhaps using state level data, and not controlling for student and school level
variables, could result in a significant difference in ACCESS for ELLs® literacy scores
among 1st and 2nd grade ELs who met or did not meet grade level reading expectations.
Another important factor to consider is that the literacy score is a weighted score,
comprised equally of students‟ reading and writing scores. Since the ACCESS for ELLs®
reading scores were significantly different for students who met or did not meet grade
level reading expectations, this finding suggests that perhaps the writing score component
is the factor affecting the lack of significant difference in the literacy score of ELs who
met or did not meet grade level reading expectations. If this is true, the writing domain
data could be used for further research into significant differences among EL subgroups.
Gender. Contrary to the original hypothesis that female ELs would have higher
ELP and academic achievement scores than male ELs, the findings show that gender does
not make a difference in elementary EL‟s performances, except on the state reading
measure, in favor of girls, and only when grade level is not controlled. Gender was
hypothesized to be a significant student level variable for this study, since gender
differences have been found on other large scale assessments, such as the NAEP (Center
on Education Policy, 2010). Perhaps gender differences are found in student populations
that include both ELs and native English students; or perhaps, gender differences increase
with grade level. Gender differences, in favor of females, were found in an Hispanic
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sample of 10th grade students which included both English learners and former English
learners in Massachusetts (Sánchez, Ehrlich, Midouhas, & O‟Dwyer, 2009).
The lack of gender differences in elementary ELs‟ test scores raises the question
about whether sociocultural influences in students‟ families and background may
possibly encourage similar academic achievement for Hispanic boys and girls, or perhaps
discourage Hispanic girls to succeed academically. If Hispanic families were found to
have lower academic expectations for girls than for boys, this might explain statistical
data showing Hispanic females to be the largest subgroup at risk for dropping out of high
school (Pew Hispanic Center, 2008). Targeting this at-risk population, Delgado-Gaitán
(2007) began a successful model Mother/Daughter parental involvement program in
northern California encouraging young Latina girls toward college, given that “the long
journey to college begins in the elementary school years” (p. 21). Elementary school
leaders may want to develop school programs such as the Mother/Daughter program and
offer special services that encourage high academic expectations, achievement and
subsequent high school graduation for Hispanic female students (Chapman, Laird, &
KewalRamani, 2010).
English Learners’ Test Score Relationships
The results of this study indicate that when certain student variables are held
constant, English learners‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® are significantly
related to students‟ same-year performances on the reading and mathematics CRCT, in a
positive direction, thus confirming the original hypothesis. In addition, the moderate
relationship between students‟ test performances demonstrates that each assessment
provides complementary, though not identical, information to educators. This implies that

133
as students‟ level of academic English proficiency increases students‟ academic
achievement in English will most likely increase. The presence of a relationship between
the assessments does not imply that students who have high ELP levels will consequently
perform well on academic achievement assessments or vice versa, nor does it imply that
high levels of ELP contribute to high levels of academic achievement.
A positive correlation was hypothesized to exist between students‟ performances
on the ACCESS for ELLs® and the CRCT because academic English language
proficiency is thought to be necessary for successful performance on reading and
mathematics assessments in English (Abedi, 2007). Theoretically, ELs with high reading
scores on the ELP measure should receive comparably high reading scores on the
academic achievement measure, even though different constructs are measured
(Rabinowitz, 2008). However, a higher correlation between the ACCESS and CRCT
would have provided stronger evidence for this relationship (Wolf, Farnsworth, et al.,
2008). Conversely, if the correlation had been too high, one of the assessments would
have provided redundant information to educators and policymakers, thus making it
unnecessary. It is more than likely that the tests provide different enough information to
warrant having two separate assessments for ELs.
The presence of outliers in the dataset may have biased the relationship between
the assessments. For instance some ELs perhaps were able to pass the reading and
mathematics CRCT, but did not achieve high enough ELP scores to demonstrate
readiness to function in the mainstream classroom without English support. In addition,
even though students have performed well on both assessments, this does not imply they
necessarily function with grade level academic language ability. Two particularly salient
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constructs, academic language proficiency and content knowledge, are not well-defined
in empirical research (Abedi, 2007; Bailey, 2007; Francis & Rivera, 2007). Although test
developers, such as WIDA use these terms interchangeably (Cook et al., 2008), the
moderate relationship between students‟ performances on the ACCESS and CRCT
indicates that the assessments are measuring different constructs.
Predicting English Learners’ Test Scores
It was hypothesized that the students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs®
would significantly predict students‟ same-year academic performances in reading more
than in mathematics, and would be a stronger predictor of academic achievement than
individual student variables. The findings did not confirm these two hypotheses. The data
shows that the variance in students‟ academic achievement scores is somewhat explained,
in descending order, by the amount of time they spend in ESOL (12%), disability status
(11%), grade level (7%), ACCESS scores (2%), and gender (1%). Surprisingly, students‟
ELP scores seem to have minimal predictive power for same-year academic achievement,
and notably less predictive power than time spent in ESOL, disability status, and grade
level, which contribute 30% of the variance on the CRCT. The predictive power of the
ELP assessment was not found to be sensitive to gender.
Table 41 shows that the collective contribution of student level variables and ELP
performances were stronger than the sum of the individual contributions. When analyzed
collectively, students‟ ACCESS performances appear to be significant contributing to
academic achievement; however, when analyzed individually they are not very
significant. One incongruous finding was the grade level variable. It is not significant
when analyzed collectively, but when analyzed individually, it significantly predicts
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variance on the mathematics CRCT, more than the reading CRCT, contrary to the
original hypothesis.
Table 41
Comparison Individual and Collective Contributions of Variables Predicting CRCT
Performances
ACCESS
ACCESS
ACCESS
ACCESS
composite
reading to literacy to composite
to
reading
reading
to reading
mathematics
CRCT
CRCT
CRCT
CRCT
Sum of individual contributions
(ELP score, disability status,
32.4%.
30.9%.
31.9%,
41.9%
gender, grade level, and time in
ESOL)
Collective contributions
(ELP score, disability status,
37.1%
40.9%
40.8%
44.0%
gender, grade level, and time in
ESOL)
Note: Gender is only significant in relation to the ACCESS composite score.
This study hypothesized that students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs®
would account for more variance on the reading CRCT than on the mathematics CRCT,
beyond student characteristics. In reality, the collective contribution of ELP scores and
student variables explains more variance on the mathematics CRCT than on the reading
CRCT. This surprising finding encourages educators and researchers to explore reasons
why the predictive power of the ACCESS for ELLs® is stronger for elementary
mathematics content tests than reading tests in Georgia.
The fact that collectively the variables explain greater CRCT score variance than
individually, suggests the possibility of an interrelationship between these variables. This
finding illustrates the challenges inherent in identifying exactly the influence one variable
has from another or the influences the variables have on each other as they collectively
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influence the achievement outcome. It is important to remember that the percentage of
test score variance explained by other variables is high: at least 59% for the reading
CRCT and 56% for the mathematics CRCT. Though students‟ high ELP scores, lack of
disability, higher elementary grade level, and longer time spent in ESOL can collectively
account for 41% of the variation on state reading measure outcomes, these variables do
not necessarily account for all the variation, nor do they cause test score variation.
Altogether, these findings illustrate the complexities involved in learning and
assessing the learning of a second language, and in developing and assessing the
development of cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) for elementary English
learners (Bailey, 2009; Cummins, 1999, 2005; Scarcella, 2003). The multiple variables
involved in academic language learning and assessment challenge teacher leaders, school
leaders, and policymakers. Based on this evidence, educators may choose to focus on
those variables that have the possibility of a greater combined impact on reading and
mathematics achievement for elementary ELs. In addition, educators could utilize the
prediction formulas generated from these analyses (see chapter four) to predict students‟
reading and mathematics CRCT scores from their ACCESS scores and individual
variables.

Implications of Findings as Critical Validity Evidence
Framed as a critical ELP assessment validation process, this study found
preliminary criterion-related and differential predictive validity evidence for the Title III
assessment used in Georgia to assess English learners‟ academic English language
proficiency. The findings provide reasonable criterion-related validity evidence for using

137
ACCESS for ELLs® data to accurately measure students‟ level of ELP, appropriately
classify and redesignate students, and somewhat predict students‟ performances on
academic achievement assessments. Because schools are held accountable for teaching
students and because assessment data is used to measure whether students have learned,
the criterion-related evidence found in this study could be used to support ELP test score
interpretations that inform EL decision-making processes (Lissitz, 2009).
The criterion-related evidence found in this study validates several claims for
ACCESS for ELLs® score inferences and uses. For instance, the moderate criterionrelated evidence confirms that Georgia‟s English language arts (ELA) standards and
assessments and the WIDA English language development (ELD) standards and
assessments are somewhat aligned, as required by federal law (Francis & Rivera, 2007).
NCLB legislation requires that a states‟ ELP assessment and ELP and content standards
be aligned (Rabinowitz, 2008). It is important for WIDA member states to examine
which states‟ ELP standards were used to develop the ELP assessment (Abedi, 2008b).
The challenge for educators in Georgia is to ensure that WIDA‟s English language
development standards and ELP assessment is aligned with Georgia‟s Performance
Standards in English language arts (Bauman et al., 2007; WIDA, 2009). If criterionrelated evidence had not been confirmed, this would have implied that Georgia‟s ELA
standards were not aligned with WIDA‟s ELD standards, resulting in an inconsistent
classification of English learners in Georgia (Abedi, 2008a; Bailey et al., 2007).
The WIDA consortium encourages states to conduct local validity research
studies to confirm ELP and state ELA standards alignment, given that a variety of student
level decisions are based on ACCESS for ELLs® results (Cook et al., 2008). The current
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investigation is an example of a local criterion-related and differential predictive validity
research study at the student level providing information to support educator‟s
interpretations and EL decision-making processes. The findings from this study can be
used as evidence to support that the somewhat ACCESS for ELLs® scores are fair and
valid for measurement, reclassification, and prediction purposes at the elementary level in
Georgia.
Critical theory is a useful tool for examining the sociopolitical nature of language
practices and the social consequences, fairness, and justice, or injustice, found in
educational assessment systems today (Choudhury, 2008; Zumbo, 2009). The
consequences for unfair and invalid test inferences can have lasting impact on students‟
educational trajectories and school accountability climates. From a critical perspective,
the fact that the Title assessments are positively related, although moderately, provides
some accountability validity evidence for using ACCESS for ELLs® scores as a fair
measure of ELs‟ progress (Marion, 2007). However, it is important for school leaders and
teachers to know that the relationship of students‟ performances on the ACCESS for
ELLs® and CRCT is sensitive to student variables, such as grade level, disability status,
and time spent in ESOL. This knowledge could cause educators to examine student
variables and raise awareness of the social consequences of decisions based solely on EL
assessment scores, given that invalid inferences from test scores hinder the improvement
of educational opportunities for language minority students (Garcia et al., 2010; Pitoniak
et al., 2009; Sireci et al., 2008).
As a critical validation process, this study identified three purposes and their
related claims for the use of ACCESS for ELLs® test data at the elementary level in
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Georgia. Secondly, evidence for this ELP assessment was collected from criterion-related
analyses of students‟ performances across the ELP and academic achievement
assessments. Particular attention was paid to whether test results function differently for
different student subgroups.
Purpose/Claim #1: Measurement
Given that one of the purposes of the Title III mandated English language
proficiency measure in Georgia is to measure students‟ level of ELP, the first claim
Georgia makes is that the ACCESS for ELLs® accurately measures students‟ academic
ELP. To address this claim, this study examined elementary ELs‟ performances on the
ELP assessment in relation to students‟ same-year academic performances on the reading
and mathematics CRCT. A strong positive correlation between student performances on
both assessments would serve as evidence for using ACCESS for ELLs® data as an
accurate representation of students‟ academic ELP level. However, the findings show that
the actual relationship is moderate, indicating that the ELP assessment is probably
measuring academic language to some extent, though not the full academic language
represented in the state-mandated academic achievement assessment.
The findings also indicate that the ACCESS for ELLs® measures academic ELP
differently for subgroups of English learners. When student variables, such as disability
status, grade level, gender, and time spend in ESOL, are not held constant, the
relationship between the two assessments is quite low. Consequently, it can be concluded
that the test is sensitive to student variables which could possibly affect the ability of the
assessment to measure students‟ full academic ELP as defined in the reading and
mathematics assessment in Georgia.
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Purpose/Claim #2: Reclassification
The second claim made in Georgia about ACCESS for ELLs® is that this ELP
assessment not only measures academic ELP, but when used with the state reading
measure, it is valid for student reclassification purposes. English learners can remain
classified as ELs, if they score below the Tier C ACCESS composite proficiency level 5,
even if they have met grade level reading expectations on the CRCT. Students who score
above the ACCESS ELP Level 5 and who have met reading grade level expectations on
the CRCT must be exited from the ESOL program and are reclassified as monitored ELs
for two years. If these students continue to progress in academic English and content
achievement after two years of monitoring, then they are reclassified as English Learner
Fluent (EL-F) (GaDOE, 2011).
The findings from this study support this second claim by showing a moderate,
but positive, relationship between students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and
reading CRCT, indicating that the ACCESS test somewhat measures the constructs in the
reading CRCT when the effects of disability status, grade level, and time spent in ESOL
are minimized. A higher interrelation between the two test scores would have provided
stronger evidence to support the reclassification purpose for test results (Wolf,
Farnsworth, et al., 2008). However, if the relationship had been too high, it could indicate
the tests were providing redundant information, and both were not necessary to determine
student status classification. To the contrary, a low correlation would suggest test bias
(Rabinowitz, 2008) which would act as a source of invalidity for the redesignation
purposes. Since student disability status, grade level, and time spent in ESOL were found
to shape the relationship between Title assessments, educators would consider student
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variables before generalizing that the assessment is valid for reclassification purposes for
all student subgroups (Schafer et al., 2009; Sireci et al., 2008).
Demonstrating evidence that the ACCESS for ELLs is a valid measure of ELs‟
ELP and can be used to classify students is critical in Georgia today, since educators must
now rely on the results of a single ELP measure to determine whether 1st and 2nd grade
ELs can be reclassified or not. The ACCESS literacy score and the ACCESS overall
composite scores are the only criteria utilized for the purpose of determining whether an
EL can exit from ESOL services and be reclassified as an EL-Monitored. The Standards
for Educational and Psychological Testing discourages a reliance on a single test
measure for high-stakes redesignation decisions (AERA, APA, NCME, 1999). However,
this is not uncommon. Wolf, Herman, & Dietel (2010) found that 14 states relied only on
ELP assessment results for EL reclassification criteria during the 2006 – 2007 school
year. Even though the correlation between the ACCESS literacy score and reading CRCT
(r = .532) was higher than the correlation between the ACCESS reading and reading
CRCT (r = .491) and between the ACCESS overall composite score and reading CRCT
(r = .525), the critical findings from this study show no significant difference in
ACCESS literary scores for ELs who met grade level expectations and ELs who did not
meet those expectations. These findings cause one to question the validity of using
ACCESS literacy scores as the second criterion for reclassification purposes. It seems
that ELs who did not meet CRCT expectations should have significantly lower ACCESS
literacy scores than ELs who met CRCT expectations, which was not the case. Educators
would want to use caution and examine individual student variables before making
inferences and drawing conclusions from 1st and 2nd grade ELs ACCESS scores.
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Purpose/Claim #3: Prediction
The third claim the state makes is that ACCESS for ELLs® test scores can be used
to predict the development of academic English as defined by the state criterion reading
measure (Wolf et al., 2008). This study gathered differential predictive validity evidence
for this claim by examining the predictive power of students‟ ACCESS for ELLs®
performances for their reading and mathematics performances on the CRCT. The results
show that multiple regression coefficients between ACCESS and CRCT scores are
consistent, though minimal, across student subgroups.
As a form of criterion-related validity evidence, differential predictive validity
evidence examines inherent differences in students and how these influence the
predictive power of an assessment in relation to the criterion assessment (Sireci et al.,
2008). The critical question is whether there is an interaction between inherent student
characteristics and the predictive validity of the ACCESS for ELLs®. The findings of this
study indicate that the predictive validity of the ACCESS for ELLs® varies across
subgroups of students by disability status, grade level, and time spent in ESOL programs;
although not by gender. Since the ELP assessment predicts academic performance
differently for different EL subgroups, a potential bias against lower performing
subgroups could exist in this test (Rabinowitz, 2008); in this case, the bias in the
ACCESS would be toward students with disabilities in lower elementary grade levels
with less than three years of ESOL. Therefore, it would seem that ELP assessment results
for younger elementary ELs do not have strong predictive validity for these students‟
academic achievement. However, since 1st and 2nd grade ELs no longer are administered
the academic achievement assessment, the value of this finding is irrelevant at this time.
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The state claims that the ACCESS for ELLs® overall composite and literacy
composite scores accurately predict students‟ performances on the state reading
assessment (C. Alston, personal communication, March 28, 2011) for 1st and 2nd grade
ELs. However, in order of predictive value, disability status, grade level, and time spent
in ESOL contribute far more to CRCT test variance than students‟ ELP test scores and
gender. Individually, disability status, grade level and length of time in ESOL explain
30% of test score variance on the CRCT, indicating that these variables shape the
predictive power of the ELP assessment.
Individually, students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® performances only explain a small
percentage of CRCT score variance and more in mathematics than in reading.
Considering the extent to which students‟ English reading skills and English language
proficiency are closely related may point to students‟ ELP level as a source of error in the
reading assessment. Abedi (2002) found that students‟ level of ELP, more than family
income or parent education, had a greater impact on reading assessments than on math
and science tests, which tend to have lesser language loads. In addition, it is important to
remember that content area tests in general have limitations with regards to assessing ELs
and students with disabilities (Abedi, 2007; Minnema et al., 2005; Young et al., 2008).
Therefore, it will be important to compare the results of this study with the results of
similar investigations in Georgia.
Surprisingly, the ACCESS literacy score has the least predictive power for CRCT
score variance. It is possible that the results of this study are different from the state
findings since it used a district wide, not state wide, sample. The state analyzed data from
the entire population of 1st and 2nd grade ELs in Georgia and did not minimize student
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level variables. Whereas, in this study, student level characteristics associated with EL‟s
test performance were examined. Again, it will be important to compare the results of this
study with similar studies in Georgia.
Summary of Critical Validity Evidence
The criterion-related and differential predictive validity evidence gathered in this
study add to the body of evidence supporting three claims educators make about English
learners based on ACCESS for ELLs® data: (a) the ACCESS moderately measures
academic English language proficiency; (b) the ACCESS can be used as one criteria
among others to reclassify English learners, and within limitations; (c) the ACCESS can
be utilized somewhat to predict students‟ reading and mathematics CRCT performances.
However, the findings indicate that the ACCESS measures academic ELP differently for
subgroups of English learners and that the predictive validity of this assessment varies
across subgroups of students by disability status, grade level, and time spent in ESOL
programs; although not by gender.

Implications for Distributed Leadership
The implications of EL assessment research for distributed leadership practice in
local school districts can be explored utilizing Copland & Knapp‟s (2006) five leading
for learning tenets: establishing and maintaining a focus on learning, building
professional learning communities, engaging external environments that matter for
learning, strategically sharing leadership, and creating coherence. In a distributed
leadership framework, all members of the school community take responsibility for
building academic capacity in all individuals, for increasing the opportunity to (OTL) of
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student, organization, and system (Copland & Knapp, 2006; Sergiovanni, 2005; Starrat,
2003) and for the drawing fair and valid interpretations from EL assessment data to
inform policymakers‟ and educators‟ decision-making processes (Boudett, City, &
Murnane, 2008; Creighton, 2007).
Learning focus. Given that the core business of schools is to provide powerful and
equitable learning experiences and motivate others to take advantage of them, school
assessment practices should yield information that focus decision-making and advance
student learning. Recent literature highlights the importance of distributed leadership
practices in school to encourage the analysis of assessment data while maintaining a
focus on improving instructional practices and increasing EL learning (Copland &
Knapp, 2006; Glickman, Gordon, Ross-Gordon, 2010; Spillane, 2006; Steele & Boudett,
2008; Wiggins & McTighe, 2007). Current literature on what works for ELs emphasizes
the importance of closely monitoring EL progress in order to adjust academic instruction
and maximize language acquisition (Spinelli, 2008). In a distributed leadership
framework, all teachers and leaders work together to ensure a focused pedagogy, which
provides adequate time on task to increase students‟ opportunities to learn (Starrat, 2003).
One of the implications of today‟s NCLB climate of assessment and
accountability is that schools use data analysis leaders and data teams to examine
disaggregated data and discover underlying causes and overall trends, ultimately defining
appropriate initiatives for improving student learning (Georgia‟s Leadership Institute for
School Improvement, 2006). Current legislation requires schools to include, in their
accountability reports, data on the academic progress of ELs and other subgroups
(Francis et al., 2006). This means that subgroups such as ELs, students with disabilities
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(SWD), and immigrant groups must make appropriate progress, or the school will be
subject to federal and state sanctions. Although NCLB legislation intends to close the
achievement gap between ELs and native English speakers by motivating states to
include ELs in educational programs and testing practices so that students may benefit
from school reform (Kopriva, 2008; Spinelli, 2008), including ELs in large-scale
assessments and reporting their disaggregated results has prompted school leaders to
focus on what information these assessments could provide for student learning
(Kopriva). Using the results from this research and similar studies, school data teams
could perform deep gap analyses, which could yield school level information that would
be more effective and meaningful to teachers and leaders than individual teachers merely
compiling classroom data (Boudett et al., 2008; Wiggins & McTighe, 2007).
Professional learning communities (PLCs). As important as school leadership is,
when it comes to influencing student achievement, it is second only to classroom
teaching (Harris & Muijs, 2002; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008; Spillane, 2006). It
is important to note that the emphasis on distributed leadership in education has had a
positive influence on student learning by encouraging the development of teacher leaders
in schools today. Teacher leadership builds teacher capacity and increases a sense of
teacher self-efficacy, which research has linked to increased student achievement (Harris
& Muijs; Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins,
2006). The power of teacher leadership is to spread teacher expertise and build a
professional learning community for the benefit of all students (Berry, Johnson, &
Montgomery, 2005).

147
English learners perform better in high-performing schools where teachers have
high expectations for students, focus on conceptual understandings within complex
instruction, create a culture of appreciation, and distribute leadership (Aleman, Johnson,
& Perez, 2009). Schools like these use benchmark and summative assessment systems to
identify difficulties English learners are experiencing with language or the curriculum.
Teachers in a professional learning environment plan intervention strategies
collaboratively and demonstrate commitment to providing ELs with the opportunities and
resources needed to achieve high academic standards (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001).
Leaders in successful schools analyze and share assessment data with their staff,
not necessarily to convey hopelessness, but to celebrate improvement, reinforce
accomplishments, and build teacher efficacy (Reeves, 2009). Disaggregating data can
bring unintended results when teachers suspend the curriculum and focus on teaching to
the test, depriving students of deep learning (Bainbridge & Lasley, 2002). In a
systematic, results-based PLC, teachers collaborate routinely using data resources to
examine curriculum, instructional practices, and student learning, based on preestablished criteria for student success (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001; Dufour &
Marzano, 2009).
For instance, the results of this study showed a significant drop in students‟
academic achievement scores proportional to each year spent in ESOL. This finding
serves as an important wake-up call for educators to find the reason why academic
achievement is not increasing year after year. If this is a result of unidentified learning
difficulties or language disorders, educators should strive to identify English learners
with disabilities earlier and protect them from the adverse consequences of state
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academic testing without proper accommodations in place. Too often educators define an
EL‟s low reading performance as a language deficit, not a learning disability. Educators
may consider the possibility that ELs‟ learning differences are disguised as language
differences and not identified soon enough for targeted interventions. The accuracy of
inferences are questionable if they are based on students‟ language proficiency and
academic achievement scores without considering students‟ grade level, disability status,
and length of time in ESOL. Until teacher leaders can accurately distinguish between
language-learning issues and learning disabilities or language disorders, it is important to
vigilantly analyze all student data collectively, rather than merely taking test scores at
face value.
Shared leadership. Using a variety of data sources, school leaders communicate
the condition of the school to parents, teachers, and community leaders in order to initiate
reforms targeted at closing the identified achievement gaps. The changing demographics
in our nation‟s schools are an example of socio-environmental factors that influence
actions for school reform (Bainbridge & Lasley, 2002). Today‟s schools need change
leaders who are not afraid of diversity, but embrace it, knowing that diversity promotes
sustainability (Georgia‟s Leadership Institute for School Improvement, 2006; Hargreaves
& Fink, 2006).
When teachers and school leaders share the task of analyzing, organizing and
disseminating ELP assessment data, teachers become better informed on how to target
EL learning through differentiated lesson design (Boudett et al., 2008; Boudett, Murnane,
City, & Moody, 2005). The WIDA consortium and state educational agencies have
generated an array of tools for teachers to aid teachers in differentiated instruction
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(Tomlinson & Allan, 2001) and focus ELD curricula (WIDA, 2007). It is no longer the
responsibility of individual teachers, but all school leaders, parents, and community
leaders must share in the process of using El assessment data evidence to differentiate
instruction and interventions that meet the needs of ELs and other subgroups in the
student population.
External environments. EL assessment is no longer the concern of individual
schools and teachers. External communities, such as districts, and state agencies have a
stake in the success of ELs in school. Encouraging collaboration between Title I and Title
III programs at the school, district, and state levels is one pathway toward creating a
coherent focus on student learning (Copland & Knapp, 2006). Rabinowitz (2008)
described several ways that Title I and Title III assessment programs could create
coherence at the state level:
1) Coordinate the teaching and assessment of common standards, using some of the
same test items for both assessments (p. 9).
2) Share the same bias review committee and conduct joint assessment validity
studies (p. 12).
3) Pilot and revise test items for both Title assessments, using information from
different subgroups of ELs represented in the state (p. 13).
4) Field test items with a statewide sample comprised of the major subgroups of ELs
across languages and proficiency levels (p. 15).
5) Design a common vertical scale for both the ELP and content-area assessment
that would support content dimensionality and provide a common framework for
reliability and correlation analyses (p. 18).
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This type of collaboration between school leaders requires a strong commitment to
distributed leadership.
Coherence. An effective school deliberately creates coherence across the actions
of multiple leaders, and working simultaneously on different pathways (Copland &
Knapp, 2006). When compared to their English-only peers, ELs continue to
underperform in school, many school leaders examine whether a lack of coherence
between what teachers know and what teachers do, the implementation gap (Reeves,
2009), or research-practice gap is the cause. If EL assessment data provides evidence to
support the implementation gap, teacher leaders could identify areas where the intended
curriculum is neither the implemented curriculum nor the acquired curriculum, as student
outcomes demonstrate (Marzano, 2003). When EL assessment data and empirical
research in the implementation gap is analyzed, subsequent school reform must attend to
teacher quality and assignment, effective feedback and monitoring, and creating
sufficient time for implementation of reforms (Reeves).
Another source of incoherence for teacher leaders to address is the growing
cultural mismatch between teachers and students. As demographics change in schools,
and classrooms become filled with students speaking languages teachers do not
understand, bringing limited educational experiences, school and teacher leaders must
collectively share the responsibility of being responsive to diverse cultures and promoting
culturally relevant pedagogy (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). It is interesting to note that when
the teacher‟s race matches the student‟s, it has a positive influence on student
achievement (Madsen & Mabokela, 2002). However, for the most part, teachers feel
inadequate and unprepared to help linguistic minority students learn, and many believe
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students‟ lack of English skills couple with their diverse backgrounds translate into
academic deficits (Villegas & Lucas). Unfortunately, schools with the highest diversity
and lowest socio-economic population have the largest number of teachers with the least
formal preparation (Darling-Hammond, 2007).
Summary
Using Copland and Knapp‟s (2006) tenets of distributed leadership highlights the
need for schools to develop professional learning communities of teacher leaders that
share leadership and draw from the implications of research like the present study to
create coherence across state educational agencies, district and school level environments
that matter for student learning. The challenges facing schools today are increasing in
light of the present economical downturn, critical politically-charged immigration issues,
and high-stakes accountability. Never before has the importance of using data and
empirical evidence such as this study provides been so crucial for decisions about school
improvement and increased student achievement within a distributed leadership
framework.

Limitations of Findings
It is important to remember that quantitative research can only tell to some extent
what and how, but not answer why questions. Students‟ performances on the ACCESS
for ELLs® and CRCT are simply two snapshots of their learning at one point in time and
may not reflect their true English language proficiency and academic achievement. This
research study provides only a single-lens view to student learning, since it was limited to
one year of ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT results. A multiple-lens approach would
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include a longitudinal study over a longer period of time, involving more test
administrations, other test score data, such as the National Assessment of Education
Progress (NAEP) scores, and other norm referenced tests, as well as student classroom
formative data.
While the analysis of test scores can provide validity evidence for the purpose and
utility of scores at the student level, there is one notable limitation in the interpretation of
the results. Since both ELP and content knowledge affect test scores on content
assessments the scores may underestimate ELs‟ actual content achievement (Abedi,
2008a, Cook, 2011; Winter, 2011). Individual rates of language acquisition, level of
literacy in native language, and initial ELP level are minimally defined factors in the
research, and may or may not have limited these findings (Winter). The larger question of
whether ELP and content area assessments are true measures of EL achievement was not
addressed.
Design Validity and Reliability
Careful attention was given to safeguard the research design from threats to
internal and external validity. However, the threat of history or uncontrolled events in
students‟ lives occurring between the administrations of both measures could not be
controlled and perhaps may have contributed to contaminations in the perceived
relationship between students‟ performances on both assessments (Drew, Hardman, &
Hosp, 2008). Maturation influences on student performances were deemed to be minimal,
since only three months elapsed between the administrations of the tests.
The non-experimental correlation research design used in this study eliminated
the influence of pretest and multiple-treatment interferences to external validity (Drew et
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al., 2008; Wiersma & Jurs, 2009). In addition, this research design reduced internal
validity threats of test practice, Hawthorne effect, and bias in group composition. The
threat of statistical regression was reduced due to the fact that the subgroups of
participants are based on learner characteristics not test scores. Creating subgroups by
language proficiency and by whether grade level standards were met or not met, was for
descriptive purposes only. The use of professionally accepted statistical analyses and
procedures along with the conditions of the study added to its consistency and internal
reliability (Wiersma & Jurs). Thus, the results of this study can be interpreted accurately
with insignificant alternative explanations. In addition, since large-scale data is readily
available from district and state databases, this research design could be replicated in
similar settings.
Population-sample differences in the current investigation present a threat to
external validity, because selecting only Hispanic ELs may not represent the English
language learner population at large. The interpretations from this study are limited to
ELs with similar characteristics in Title I schools within a similar semi-rural school
system, and may not generalize students in urban or suburban school systems. Using a
randomized, ethnically diverse sample of ELs would have increased the level of
confidence concerning the interpretation of the results and generalizations made to the
overall EL population in Georgia or in U.S. schools.
Finally, the convenient single-setting sample population could potentially create
bias in the conclusions and implications of the findings. For an accurate, unbiased
estimate of the relationship between variables, a descriptive study usually requires a
sample of hundreds or even thousands of participants and a randomly selected
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population. However, this study was a secondary data analysis limited by the available
number of matched-test English learners, which could possibly have reduced the
accuracy of the resulting relationships.
Generalizability
Several factors limit the generalizability of the findings. First, extant data were
used and the population sample was not randomized or controlled for possible
background factors. Although a convenience sample may limit the generalizability of
results since the students in the dataset used do not necessarily represent English learners
in other parts of the state or country, the findings can be generalized to similar semi-rural
Title I school districts in Georgia with high Hispanic populations. In addition, since
newcomer ELs, who are not required to take the reading CRCT assessment, were
eliminated from the sample, the findings of this report are applicable primarily to ELs
with stronger English language skills or to students who have been in the United States
for more than one year. The single-setting sample population allowed control of
instructional variation, but potentially created bias. As such, the participants in the
present study may not be the most representative group of students among ELs in
Georgia.
Limited Variables
Another limitation of this study is the narrow focus on only four student level
variables. It should be acknowledged that family, school, teacher, instructional and other
student factors could be confounding influences on student academic achievement
(Lindholm-Leary & Borsato, 2006). Several characteristics of ELs, their schools, their
education and their assessment may contribute to the achievement gaps evident between
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performances of English learners and their English-only peers on large-scale assessment
tests. These characteristics include socio-cultural and socio-environmental factors such as
(a) parent language, education level, SES (Starrat, 2003), and linguistic intergroup
relations (Hwang, & Xi, 2008); (b) students‟ initial level of ELP (Keiffer, 2008); amount
of formal schooling (Starrat) and type of current schooling; and (c) differences in
constructs measured, and the linguistic complexity of test items (Abedi, 2002).
However, in this study, data on families‟ educational background or generational
distance from first-year immigrant was unavailable and could not be controlled. These
variables possibly confounded the analyses and limited the interpretation of results. In
addition, the small number of ELs at some schools did not allow for statistical schoollevel comparisons, thereby limiting the findings to student subgroups comparisons. It was
beyond the scope of this study to control the influence of quality of instruction and
opportunity to learn (OTL). English learners receive different opportunities to learn the
state standards than English-only students (Herman & Abedi, 2004). In fact, students‟
level of ELP accounts for 25% of the variance in students‟ OTL, compromising test score
interpretation for ELs.
Research points to various factors that influence the development of academic
ELP and academic achievement in ELs (Lindholm-Leary & Borsato, 2006). These
variables can be grouped into five broad categories: family, school, teacher, instructional,
and student. Family variables include ethnicity, educational background, SES, years in
the U.S., and generational distance from first-year immigrant. School variables that
influence student achievement are: urban or rural location, density of EL population, and
poverty level. Teacher variables cover level of education, years of experience, and high
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quality instruction, including instructional variables of type and length of English
program model (Collier & Thomas, 2007), positive learning environment, and a
meaningful, academically challenging curriculum. Finally, some of the student variables
that were not addressed in this study are age, motivation, cognitive ability, prior
education, initial level of ELP, transience, and interrupted formal schooling among
others.
Family variables. Two particularly salient family variables are SES and ethnicity.
Since all the participants in the research study were enrolled in Title I schools and
participated in the FRL program, it is conceivable that there were no major differences in
the SES backgrounds among the participants, thus controlling for this variable. In
addition, 99.98% of the elementary ELs in this school district are Hispanic. By using an
ethnically homogeneous sample group, the variable of ethnicity was somewhat
controlled.
School variables. Examples of school variables that influence student
achievement are density of a school‟s EL population and poverty level. English learners
in schools with few ELs have a wider range of English-speaking peers as models;
whereas, when the majority of students are learning English, ELs have fewer Englishonly peers from which to learn English. Eight elementary schools in the district (see
Table 42) have medium to high density EL populations and five schools have less
than15% ELs. This may have contributed to the variability in test results between
students. However, the statistical difference between these groups was not studied at this
time. Since schools with minimal poverty levels may have more resources and personnel
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to meet the needs of special subgroups such as ELs, all the schools in this study had a
similar percentage of families from poverty, thereby controlling the variable of poverty.
Teacher variables. The percentage of teachers with advanced levels of education
and many years of experience are teacher-level variables that may have influenced the
results of this study. Table 42 shows two levels of teacher education, the percentage of
teachers with bachelor‟s degree and the percentage of teachers with advanced degrees,
and two categories of teachers‟ experience, the percentage of teachers with ten years or
less, and the percentage of teachers with eleven years or more (GaDOE, 2010d). Since
information about the quality of instruction at these schools was not available publicly,
any influence that this variable may have on student test performances could possible
limit the interpretation of the results found in this study.
Instructional variables. The instructional variables were controlled by limiting the
research study to one school district where all ELs share three characteristics: (a) They
receive a similar type of English support program or ESOL; (b) they experience a similar
positive learning environment; and (c) they are taught through the same Georgia
Performance Standards (GPS) curriculum. For example, the same mission and vision
unite these district schools and 22% of the district teachers have received the same
training in sheltered instruction methods, the SIOP Model® (Echevarría et al., 2008).
Thus, one can generally assume that all of the study participants had received similar
formal instruction in English. None of the elementary ELs had received formal academic
instruction in Spanish. Notwithstanding the attempts to control these variables, the
sample students were taught be different teachers, increasing the opportunity for a wide
range of confounding instructional variables that limit the implications from the findings.
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Table 42
School Variables
School
Site

Size

School population
poverty level
% FRL

#1

School
population
506

School EL
population
% ELs in ESOL
program
51%

#2

532

#3

Teachers' level of education

95%

# of
Teachers
43

% 4-year
degree
21%

% Advanced
degrees
79%

42%

84%

41

29%

462

42%

78%

41

#4

500

38%

86%

#5

540

27%

#6

397

#7

Teachers' years of
experience
% ≤1 – 10
% ≥11
51%

49%

71%

54%

46%

37%

64%

63%

37%

35

46%

54%

69%

31%

72%

39

41%

59%

59%

41%

33%

73%

32

31%

69%

41%

59%

503

24%

67%

37

22%

78%

35%

65%

#8

517

18%

82%

38

24%

76%

58%

42%

#9

621

11%

59%

41

25%

75%

24%

76%

#10

340

7%

56%

23

18%

82%

22%

78%

#11

766

3%

52%

47

11%

89%

30%

70%

#12

442

2%

56%

33

30%

70%

45%

56%

#13

325

3%

67%

26

31%

69%

54%

46%

Source: Georgia Department of Education's 2009-2010 Report Card from the Governor's Office of Student Achievement
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Student variables. Due to focus of the study, and the limitation to testing
demographic variables, this research did not concentrate on the wide range of EL
variables that play significant moderating roles on academic performance, such as student
age, grade level, motivation, cognitive ability, prior education, and background schemata
(Lindholm-Leary & Borsato, 2006). This study was limited to examining the independent
variable of English language proficiency (ELP) level, while using grade level, age,
gender, and disability status as control variables. Determining student motivation,
cognitive ability, and prior experiences was beyond the scope of this study. All the
variables that influence the relationship between elementary English learners‟
performances on the ACCESS for ELLs and on the CRCT in Georgia were not held
constant, nor were they necessarily minimized in these analyses. It is important to
recognize, therefore, that the moderate, but positive relationship found in this study may
not reflect the true relationship.
Applicability
One of the assumptions that affects the implications of the findings is the
sustainability of the ACCESS for ELLs® and CRCT as Title I and Title III assessments in
Georgia. Today‟s economical recession has already had an impact on the educational
assessment system in the elimination of the CRCT administration for 1st and 2nd grade
students (GaDOE, 2010b). This is a particularly critical time in the history of K – 12
assessments. Recent federal funding has led to a number of key reform initiatives such as
the establishment of Common Core State Standards and the formation of state consortia
to design assessments that reflect these standards. Currently Georgia has adopted the
Common Core State Standards with a new set of expectations for students requiring
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increased rigor in instruction leading to profound learning (GaDOE, 2010f). State
educational agencies have also joined the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for
College and Careers (PARCC) which will change the essence of academic achievement
assessment used in Georgia and will most likely influence changes in the English
language proficiency assessment, making this study irrelevant. However, as Georgia‟s
curriculum and assessments change in the near future, this study could serve as a model
of research school districts could replicate using EL assessment data from the new Title I
and Title III assessments.

Relationship of Findings to Previous Literature
As a first contribution, the positive moderate relationship (r = .491) found
between students‟ performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and the state reading
measure, and a positive moderate relationship (r = .510) found between students‟
performances on the ACCESS for ELLs® and the state mathematics measures, when four
student variables are controlled, extends previous research in Georgia showing positive
relationships between the ACCESS and the 9th grade EOCT, r = .644 (Walker, 2009), and
between the ACCESS and 8th grade mathematics CRCT r = .70 (Mando, 2007).
However, neither of these former studies controlled for student or school level
characteristics. The current study found that the correlation between Title assessments is
weak (r = .134) when no student variables are controlled, and stronger (r = .521) when at
least grade level is controlled. By showing that student variables must be controlled in
order to obtain a truer picture of the relationship between students‟ performances on Title
assessments, this study contributes to the knowledge base of EL assessment research.
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The Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE) Title III department findings of a
significantly high correlation between ACCESS for ELLs® literacy scores and reading
CRCT scores for 1st and 2nd grade ELs (C. Alston, personal communication, March 28,
2011) is somewhat confirmed by the findings in the current study, although the
correlation was found to be higher for the ACCESS reading and composite scores than
for the literacy scores, yet still at the moderate (.565) level. Unfortunately, the exact
correlations were not publicized by the state agency. However, information was shared
indicating that student characteristics were not evaluated in the statewide analyses, which
could explain why the correlations differ from this study‟s findings (D. Kramer, personal
communication, April 18, 2011).
At the national level, this study reflects the positive correlations found between
elementary ELs‟ performances on ELP and state reading measures found in New
England, Arizona, and three other states. The New England study controlled six student
level and five school level variables (Parker et al., 2009), and the Arizona study
controlled for grade level (Garcia et al., 2010). The Abedi (2007) studies in three
unnamed states found stronger correlations (r = .76) but did not control student or school
variables.
A second contribution of this study is the findings concerning significant
differences between the ELP and academic achievement performances of EL subgroups.
The lack of significant difference between male and female ELs‟ performance on all
assessments except the reading CRCT contradicts the Parker et al. (2009) study which
found gender differences in the math and writing domains of the ELP measure, though
not in the reading domain.
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A third important contribution of this study is in relation to the predictive value of
the ELP measure for students‟ academic achievement. This study found that when the
effects of students‟ disability status, grade level, gender, and time in ESOL are
minimized, the variance on the reading CRCT explained by ACCESS for ELLs ® reading
scores is 37.1%, literacy scores is 40.9% , and composite scores is 40.8% . This extends
previous research which showed that students‟ ACCESS for ELLs® composite and
domain proficiency levels explain between 41 – 44% of the variation in 9th grade
American Literature End-of-Course tests in Georgia (Walker, 2009), 30% of the variance
in state reading scores for 5th grade ELs in New England (Parker et al., 2009), and 23% of
the variance in 8th grade ELs mathematics CRCT performances in Georgia (Mando,
2007).
In addition, this study‟s finding that elementary ELs‟ ACCESS composite scores
explain 44.0% of the variance on the mathematics CRCT extends previous research in
Georgia showing that 8th grade ELs‟ ELP contributes 49% of the variance on the
mathematics CRCT (Mando, 2007), and in New England where 21% of the variance in
the state mathematics score was explained by ACCESS scores for 5th grade ELs (Parker
et al., 2009). Interestingly, the New England study found that the predictive power of the
ACCESS for ELLs® became less as grade level increased, a finding that was not
addressed by the present study.
This study confirms the results from the Parker et al., (2009) study which found
that the ACCESS for ELLs® reading domain score was the strongest predictor of reading
performance on the New England Common Assessment Program (NECAP) for 5th and 8th
grade ELs than the listening, speaking, and writing domain scores. Likewise, in Georgia,
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the ACCESS for ELLs® reading scores are stronger predictors of elementary ELs‟
performances on the reading CRCT than the overall composite, and literacy scores.
An intriguing finding emerged from this study. The variance in reading scores on
the state content assessment was not significantly related to time students spent in ESOL.
In fact, the longer ELs stayed in ESOL, their performance on the state reading assessment
dropped significantly. This finding corresponds to a similar discovery in the Parker et al.
(2009) research; each additional year 5th grade ELs spent in ESOL was associated with
significantly lower outcomes in reading, writing, and math. The uniqueness of the current
study is demonstrated in the attention to the sensitivity of the ELP to inherent student
characteristics of disability, gender, grade level, and time in ESOL. It is difficult to
compare the findings at this level, because research is limited in this area.

Recommendations for Future Research
This study may encourage future research to investigate multiple sources of
evidence which could further advance educator‟s understanding of English learners‟
performances on Title I and Title III assessments in Georgia and the validity of
educators‟ decisions based on EL assessment data. Given that this type of data can be
used as evidence to validate high-stakes accountability assessments, it is important for
state agencies, researchers, and local school district leaders to invest in critical
assessment validation research and gather multiple lines of evidence to examine test
purposes and claims. Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed validation designs could be
utilized to evaluate the impact of test inferences and uses on the educational trajectories
of language minority populations. Data collected from different sources could possibly be
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examined in order to answer pragmatically the question of test score variance. These
sources most likely would include evidence from psychometric sources, test score utility
and social consequences for marginalized populations (Zumbo, 2009). Another source of
validity evidence could be gathered by comparing the results of the ELP assessments for
both EL and non-EL students (Pray, 2005).
Research could explore the types of English language development programs that
increase or decrease the relationship of students‟ performances across Title assessments.
Educators, policy makers, and parents would benefit from continued research that
translates ELs‟ performance on English proficiency tests into classroom instructional
practices that impact student learning. This would lead to the investigation of English
language acquisition rates and performance on content assessments over time within the
EL population. Research could examine the factors that determine the length of years ELs
are in the ESOL program and their acquisition rate of academic language proficiency.
Further studies are necessary to discover why the ACCESS reading and reading
CRCT are not as strongly related in Georgia as the ACCESS reading and the NECAP
reading assessments in New England (Parker et al., 2009). A possible explanation could
lie in the difference between the states‟ reading measures themselves. Or perhaps
students‟ actual reading proficiency is not necessarily what the ELP assessment or the
state reading assessment measures. Further research is needed to determine which
assessment is the true measure of reading, the ELP test, or the state academic test. By
sharing information across Title programs in Georgia, educators could take steps to
increase the correlation between the two reading measures in a stronger positive
direction.
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The gap between students‟ language proficiency as defined by pre-NCLB tests
and the language performance necessary for success in mainstream academic classrooms
has been a concern to educators (Kopriva, 2008). States face the challenge of consistently
distinguishing EL proficiency levels and defining appropriate ELP standards (Abedi,
2008b). More research could shed light on which ELP standards to measure, what
baseline proficiency to use, which composite and cut scores actually differentiate ELP
levels and indicate progress, and which definition of academic English is most valid for
testing (Abedi).
In addition, further research is needed to broaden the control variables and
consider the wide range of extraneous variables that influence student‟s performances on
assessments. In this study disability status, gender, grade level and time spent in ESOL
programs were controlled. Yet, it should be acknowledged that many other student and
school variables exit that affect student test performance. Future research should replicate
these analyses using other control variables. These might include student self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1994), student motivation (Amreim & Burliner, 2003), teacher quality
(Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005), peer influence, home and school environments
(Genesee et al., 2006), and culturally responsive learning supports (Villegas & Lucas,
2002), among others. From a critical perspective, high-stakes testing must guarantee that
students are tested on a curriculum they have had a fair opportunity to learn (OTL), and
that various minority student subgroups, such as ELs and students with disability, are not
excluded or disadvantaged by the test or the test taking conditions (NCELA, 2008a).
As research studies gather evidence from mediating and moderating variables
inferential limits for an assessment could be established, and sources of invalidity that

166
distort the meaning of test results for a particular marginalized subgroup could be
critically exposed (Zumbo, 2009). In today‟s political climate of educating ELs, where
recent strict immigration laws in southern states are filtering into the classroom climates,
it is important for researchers to provide empirical evidence for test data inferences and
uses. Future research could include a qualitative study of minority students and parents‟
perceptions of the testing environments to examine ecological validity evidence for the
assessments (van Lier, 2004), and an examination of the cultural mismatch between
school and student testing perceptions or the cultural disconnect in the construct and
content of EL assessments (Basterra et al., 2011).

Recommendations for Intervention and Change
Much of the research on EL assessment research has focused on documenting the
underachievement of language minority students; however, this study is an example of
using available district level data to find deeper evidence for test score variation instead
of simply attending to student scores on the surface level. Fair, evidence-based school
decisions require careful inquiry and analysis of data in order to provide meaningful
information. This study highlights the difficulty of telling the whole story about English
language proficiency assessments and providing explanatory validation evidence in
relation to a state criterion assessment (Zumbo, 2009). In order to explain all the variables
affecting students‟ test score variation, both qualitative and quantitative research designs
are needed. Although the relationship between students‟ performances on the ACCESS
for ELLs® and the CRCT was found to be significantly moderated by student level
characteristics, it is still unclear which source variables have more influence on this
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relationship and on the predictive value of the ACCESS for ELLs®. It will be important
for educators to extend beyond current EL assessment practices and consider the
following concluding recommendations for intervention and change.
Educational Policymakers
It is recommended that educational policymakers investigate the alignment
between the state‟s ELA standards and assessment and the consortium‟s ELP standards
and assessment. The perception that ELP standards on which the ACCESS is developed
are strongly aligned to the written Georgia curriculum standards, and more specifically,
to the enacted curriculum in Georgia classrooms is in need of a change. Data from this
study serves an important wake-up call to state policymakers to enact changes and
interventions that will build capacity in teachers to align WIDA‟s ELP and Georgia‟s
content standards as required by NCLB. More importantly, as these standards become
more aligned, ELs are ensured meaningful opportunities to learn and achieve both sets of
standards.
The second recommendation for state policymakers is to examine the use of
scores from only one assessment, the ACCESS composite and literacy scores, as the only
reclassification criteria for 1st and 2nd grade ELs in Georgia. Reclassification is a key
milestone for ELs, since it is the point at which they are expected to fully function in a
mainstream classroom without further special English services or assessment
accommodations (Kim & Herman, 2009). It is important for policymakers to consider
added consequences of this reclassification policy: i.e. the costs vs. the benefits of
remaining in EL status, or the negative consequences of stringent reclassification
policies, such as remaining an EL during the schooling years, dropping out of school,
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limited access to college, and limited opportunities for careers that would have an impact
on future socioeconomic status, among others (Kim & Herman). It is recommended that
state policymakers conduct longitudinal studies to examine growth trajectories of ELs.
These types of studies could provide important evidence for policy changes that
encourage the early identification of long-term ELs and the identification of which type
of reclassification may lead to greater post-reclassification achievement.
District and School Leaders
It is recommended that district and school leaders make necessary changes in
professional development to build teachers‟ capacity to work with English learners in
content area classrooms. It is critical for educational leaders to examine whether teachers
are confident and qualified to work with English learners, especially when the content is
increasingly rigorous and challenging. Providing teachers with the opportunity to learn
how to practically align WIDA ELD standards and Georgia content standards is one of
the critical areas for building capacity. Another area is building teachers‟ assessment
literacy to ensure that student data, its relationships, and its predictive value are
understood. District and school leaders could determine whether ELP standards are
actually being used by teachers to inform instruction. Schools could use graphic data
representations to review levels of alignment among instructional practices, ELP and
content standards, and assessments. This information can be used to help plan
professional development, with the goal of closing achievement gaps between ELs and
native English-speaking peers. Educators working with ELs must be data literate, capable
of examining a dataset and asking the right questions in order to make connections to
what the data is communicating.
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A second recommendation for district and school leaders is to design a highly
rigorous ESOL program targeting English learners who have had more than three years
of ESOL. It will be critical for this program to focus on accurately diagnosing students‟
needs and to provide ELs the opportunity to learn the academic vocabulary and linguistic
discourse relevant to each content area. Schools will want to ensure that ESOL teachers
in the upper elementary grades are highly qualified to teach academic English within
content area knowledge and skills. In addition, school leaders could identify whether the
delivery model of ESOL services is in need of intervention and improvement.
The third recommendation for district and school leaders is to examine English
learner assessment data in relation to student variables. It is important that schools attend
to student characteristics of disability, grade level, and time in ESOL, as factors that
explain reading and mathematics‟ achievement variation more than students‟ English
language proficiency levels. In doing so, school leaders will be able to examine invalid
inferences teachers are drawing from the data that have led to missed educational
opportunities for English learners. In other words, when placement, ESOL service
models, and instructional support decisions are made based on a student‟s level of ELP,
disability status, time spent in ESOL, and grade level should also be considered in order
for these decisions to be meaningful.
Regular Education and ESOL Teachers
Experiential evidence points to a common misconception among Georgia
elementary teachers: English learners‟ lack of academic English language proficiency is
the main reason for students‟ lack of achievement. However, the findings from this study
challenge teachers to change this belief. English learners‟ grade level, time in ESOL, and
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disability status explain more variance in academic achievement than students‟ level of
ELP. Therefore, it is recommended that regular education and ESOL teachers‟ make it
their responsibility to gain a deeper knowledge of EL assessment data and provide
English learners with meaningful opportunities to learn the rigorous academic English
required in each content area.
In addition, it is recommended that teachers cautiously exit English learners from
special English language development programs. English learner policies in Georgia give
teachers the opportunity to consider data other than ACCESS for ELLs® scores to make
this important decision for students in the upper elementary grades. On the surface, when
elementary ELs have scored between ELP Levels 4 and 5, it would appear that they are
developing academic English language proficiency, at least if they are in 1st and 2nd
grade. However, the apparent lack of progress in academic knowledge and skills in
English for 3rd – 5th grade ELs challenges teachers to be aware of the consequences of
inferring that students are able to function in the mainstream classroom without special
ESOL support. These findings strongly encourage teachers to make cautious exit and
reclassification decisions for upper elementary English learners.
This study highlights the need for regular education and ESOL teachers to
understand that developing cognitive academic language proficiency is a complex
process for ELs. It is recommended that teachers provide English learners with a rigorous
ESOL program in the upper elementary grades targeting the academic language of each
content area, but at the same time, attend to student characteristics and remember that the
goal of academic English can be a moving target for many ELs. Working within a
professional learning community will provide teachers with the support they need to
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make the crucial changes in their teaching practice that focus on the specific needs of
English learners.
Finally, it is understood that the implementation of these recommendations will
benefit a variety of stakeholders and serve to foster the development of critical
dispositions for collaboration and improved instruction for English learners in Georgia.
Importantly, such recommendations might encourage the development of a unified,
statewide vision for the education of English learners. These recommendations draw
directly from the gaps in the ELP assessment validation program and the gaps
documented in the current empirical study. Relevant and applicable replication studies
with broader research designs are recommended to extend the knowledge base for EL
assessments, and consequently improve teaching and learning for English learners in the
classroom. Lastly, it is hoped that these recommendations will encourage educators to
critically examine how they are interpreting and using ELP assessment data as valid
evidence on which to base decisions that affect the educational trajectories for English
learners.
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Appendix
Definition of Relevant Terms
Learner Terms
Language minority (LM). In the U.S. this term typically refers to a person or
language community who speak a language other than English, the dominant language.
Although diverse and increasing in number, non-English speakers are still a linguistic
minority in U.S. schools. In 2008, 21% of school age children spoke a language other
than English at home, up from 9% in 1979 and 18% in 2000 (U.S. Department of
Education, 2010). An LM student may be bilingual, limited-English proficient, or English
monolingual (NCELA, 2008a).
Limited English proficient (LEP). The NCLB Act of 2001 refers to LM students
who have insufficient English to succeed in English-only classrooms, as Limited English
Proficient or LEP. For accountability purposes, LEP students include those who are
currently receiving English language development (ELD) services, and for two years,
those students who have exited ELD programs (GaDOE, 2010b).
English learner (EL). The term EL is used interchangeably with LEP, although
EL is preferred due to the positive connotation of developing proficiency rather than
being deficient in English. ELs may have difficulty speaking, reading, writing, or
understanding the English language such that it limits their opportunities to participate
and achieve success in English-only classrooms without linguistic support (NCELA,
2008a). English learners represent a diverse subgroup in U.S. schools today. For instance,
some ELs may enter school with full oral English language proficiency (ELP), may speak
English only (EO), or they may be bilingual (Keiffer, 2008). In Georgia, schools use a
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home language survey and initial English screening test to identify and initially classify
LM children as ELs, and annual ELP assessments for continued classification (GaDOE,
2010b).
English Language Proficiency Terms
Language acquisition. This term refers to the process of acquiring a first (L1) or
second language (L2). Some linguists distinguish between acquisition and learning of a
second language, using the former to describe the informal development of a person's
second language and the latter to describe the process of formal study of a second
language (Krashen, 1981; NCELA, 2008a).
Language proficiency. This term refers to the degree to which a student exhibits
control over the use of language, including expressive and receptive language skills,
phonology, syntax, vocabulary, and semantics, as well as the areas of pragmatics or
language use within various domains or social circumstances. Proficiency in one
language is judged independently and does not imply a lack of proficiency in another
language (NCELA, 2008a). Language proficiency is composed of oral (listening and
speaking) and written (reading and writing) dimensions as well as academic and nonacademic functions.
Academic English proficiency (AEP). This term is used to identify the language of
school, including language functions and tasks that are part of the classroom routine and
necessary for success in school. AEP includes the ability to read, write, and engage in
conversations about school subjects using an academic terminology (NCELA, 2008a).
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Federal Legislation Terms
Title I. Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is a federally funded
program designed to improve the academic achievement of economically disadvantaged
children by supporting school programs to assist these students who are placed at risk for
school failure. Title I mandates that all students, including ELs, be instructed and
assessed annually for academic achievement, and that ELs be assessed annually for
English language proficiency (NCELA, 2008a)
Title III. Title III of the NCLB Act of 2001 is a state funding program which
mandates that school districts provide a special English language development (ELD)
program for ELs to help them meet the same state academic standards required of all
students (NCELA, 2008a). Title III mandates that states establish ELP standards aligned
with the state‟s academic content standard, establish objectives for improving student‟s
AEP in listening, speaking, reading, and writing, and establish annual goals for increasing
and measuring the progress of students with limited English proficiency.
Redesignation. Generally, redesignation is the process of changing a students‟
English proficiency status from limited English proficient (LEP) to English language
fluent (ELF). Under NCLB legislation, redesignated students‟ must be monitored for two
years to ensure they are making progress in AEP. If during those two years these students
do not make progress without language support, they must be referred to the RtI process
in order specify how their language meets are going to met by the school.
Accountability Terms
Adequate yearly progress (AYP). Under Title I of NCLB, each state is required to
determine students‟ adequate yearly progress toward achievement of academic standards
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in content area subjects such as math, science, English/language arts, reading, and social
sciences. Schools that do not meet state AYP goals for two to four years are subject to
penalties (NCELA, 2008a).
Annual measurable achievement objectives (AMAO). These are the predetermined state objectives by which to evaluate the development and attainment of
English language proficiency by ELs and meeting of AYP goals (Anderson & DuffordMeléndez, 2011; NCELA, 2008a). AMAO 1 is the state goal for percentage of ELs‟
demonstrating progress in ELP. AMAO 2 is the state goal for the percentage of ELs‟ who
have attained ELP; and AMAO 3 is the state goal for the percentage of LEP students
meeting AYP.
Instructional Terms
English language development (ELD) programs. These programs are specifically
designed for ELs to develop the academic language proficiency outlined by the stateadopted ELD standards (NCELA, 2008a). ELD programs vary widely in schools from
dual language and bilingual programs to structured English immersion and full inclusion.
In Georgia, the ELD program is called ESOL, English to speakers of other languages,
and is delivered mainly through push-in or pull-out service models.
Individualized education plan (IEP): Under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA), each student with a disability must receive an appropriate
education designed to achieve individual measurable learning goals with the support of
specific teaching strategies and resources necessary to achieve those goals. These goals
and supports are described in the students‟ IEP (Weaver, Landers, Stephens, & Joseph,
2003).
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Assessment Terms
Accommodation. In assessment, an accommodation is an adaptation of the test
presentation, response method, timing, or scheduling to ensure the student receiving the
accommodation has access to display his or her knowledge and skill in the content of the
test (NCELA, 2008a).
Criterion-referenced tests (CRTs). Also known as standards-based tests, these
assessments target mastery of specific skills and content knowledge and reflect learning
standards in content-area domains as well as language proficiency. A CRT derives
proficiency classifications from numerical scores, using pre-defined cut-points (Durán,
2011) and allows comparisons with other students taking the same assessment (NCELA,
2008a).
Norm-referenced test: Norm-referenced tests (NRTs) are designed to assess
students in relation to their peers rather than in relation to whether they have mastered
certain standards. Norm-referenced tests can identify whether a student is near the top,
middle, or bottom of the reference group (NCELA, 2008a).
High-stakes test. Any assessment that has important immediate consequences for
students is considered high-stakes. Scores on these tests are used to determine whether
students will be promoted to the next school grade or receive a graduation diploma
(Durán, 2011). High-stakes testing must guarantee that students are tested on a
curriculum which they have had a fair opportunity to learn (OTL), and that various
minority student subgroups, such as ELs and students with disability, are not excluded or
disadvantaged by the test or the test taking conditions (NCELA, 2008a). The Standards
(AERA et al., 1999) establish that a single test score should not be the only basis for
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high-stakes decisions since it can only provide a snapshot of student achievement at a
fixed point in time and may not reflect the entire learning progress.
Large-scale tests. These are tests states assessment and accountability agencies
use to generate data about the achievement of students across classrooms, schools, and
districts within the state (Kopriva, 2008).
Performance vs. achievement. In this study, performance indicates a student‟s
score on an assessment and is differentiated from the students‟ overall academic
achievement which is assessed in a variety of formative and summative tests, including
classroom data.

